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2015, [Updated 1 February 2015], www.usatoday.com/story/news/world/2015/01/31/burma-movie- 
aung-san/21396503/. 

6 Kyaw Phyo Tha, ‘Burma's Suu Kyi Holds Talks with President Thein Sein’, The Irrawaddy, 10 March 
2014, www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/burmas-suu-kyi-holds-talks-president-thein-sein. html. 

7 “Myanmar Independence Hero Aung San Back in the Limelight’, Deutsche Welle, [Bonn], 7 October 
2011, www.dw.com/en/myanmar-independence-hero-aung-san-back-in-the-limelight/a-6633306. 
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Most recently, on 17 March this year, a postage stamp was issued to 
commemorate the seventieth anniversary of the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs. It depicts Aung San, who is described as the father of modern- 
day Myanmar and the country’s first foreign minister”.* There are still no 
banknotes in circulation that carry his portrait, but a new currency issue 
is being considered that may do so.” 


Several explanations have been offered for Aung San’s return to the 
pantheon of national heroes and reappearance in Myanmar’s official 
iconography. 


One obvious reason is the advent of governments that openly acknowledge 
Aung San’s commitment to national unity and democratic rule. Despite his 
politicisation by both the military regime and the opposition movement, 
he remains a popular icon that almost everyone in Myanmar can embrace. 
In that sense, he is like Sun Yat Sen—the only person depicted on the 
postage stamps of both Taiwan and the People’s Republic of China. 


Another reason is the election of the NLD Government in 2015 and, 
in particular, the appointment last year of Aung San Suu Kyi as State 
Counsellor. She has strong political and personal interests in promoting 
Aung San, both as a national hero and as the father of the country’s de 
facto leader. It is probably not a coincidence that Aung San Suu Kyi is also 
Myanmar’ foreign minister—the position commemorated on the latest 
postage stamp. 


A third possible reason is to remind everyone of Aung San’s key role in the 
1947 Panglong Agreement between his provisional government and three 
major ethnic groups. Conveniently forgotten are the agreements flaws, 
its limitations and the later broken promises, but public references to her 
father help boost Aung San Suu Kyi’s own attempts to forge a nationwide 
peace agreement through the ‘21st Century Panglong’ process. 


8 Ministry of Information, ‘Bogyoke Aung San Stamps and Envelopes to be Sold’, News release 
(Naypyitaw: Republic of the Union of Myanmar, 13 March 2017), www.moi.gov.mm/moi:eng/? 
q=news/8/1 1/2018/id-10197. 

9 Zon Pann Pwint, Aung San Returns to Kyat Notes’, Myanmar Times, [Yangon], 24 November 
2013, www.mmtimes.com/index.php/lifestyle/8868-aung-san-returns-to-kyat-notes.html. 
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Despite the machinations of the military regime, Aung San was never 
forgotten by the people of Myanmar.’ His official rehabilitation is long 
overdue. To push this policy at the expense of national harmony, however, 
would be to take the matter too far. Indeed, by overriding the wishes 
of the Mon State authorities simply to name a bridge, Naypyidaw is 
threatening the very unity and stability that Aung San tried so hard to 
establish 70 years ago. 


10 Naomi Gingold, “He's Still a Rock Star in Burma, 7 Decades After His Death’, Public Radio 
International, [Minneapolis, MN], 6 November 2015, www.pri.org/stories/2015-11-06/man-who-gets- 
top-billing-next-aung-san-suu-kyi. 
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Observers conducting a review of Aung San Suu Kyis government after one 
year in office usually came away disappointed. There were factors over which 
the new administration had no control, but it had to be held responsible for 
many of its failures. In particular, it was felt that Aung San Suu Kyi needed to 
be held to account for her failure to speak out on human rights abuses against 
groups like the Rohingyas. 


Twelve months ago, Aung San Suu Kyi was appointed State Counsellor 
of Myanmar, becoming the de facto leader of the NLD Government that 
swept to power in (relatively) free and fair elections in 2015. Over the 
past several weeks, both the government and Aung San Suu Kyi herself 
have been subject to searching reviews by Myanmar-watchers and 
other commentators. 


To varying degrees, most have expressed disappointment with the 
NLD’s performance during its first year in office.' Even allowing for 
the unrealistically high expectations held both within and outside the 


1 Feliz Solomon, ‘One Year On, Aung San Suu Kyi Struggles to Unite a Fractured Myanmar, 
TIME, 30 March 2017, time.com/4714808/myanmar-burma-aung-san-suu-kyi-anniversary/. 
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country, the new government has failed to deliver on its promises.’ Foreign 
observers have been particularly critical of Aung San Suu Kyi’s repeated 
refusal to intervene on behalf of the mostly stateless Muslim Rohingyas.* 


Since the publication of these reviews, a number of Aung San Suu Kyi's 
supporters and apologists for her government have leapt to her defence, 
arguing that it is too early to judge the new administration.* They have 
pointed out the dreadful state of Myanmar when it took power. Some 
have also sought to deflect criticism of Aung San Suu Kyi towards 
the armed forces (Tatmadaw), which they see as the root cause of all 
her problems.’ 


The NLD’s defenders make some good points. However, before dismissing 
Aung San Suu Kyi's critics, it is worth considering some of the issues that 
have been raised. 


First, in 2016, Myanmar was suffering from more than 50 years of inept 
and self-serving military rule, which had left every portfolio of government 
apart from Defence begging for greater attention and more resources. 
President Thein Sein’s government had taken tentative steps towards 
reform between 2011 and 2015, but he had only picked the low-hanging 
fruit and most critical issues had been left unresolved. 


Second, the 2008 constitution gave the Tatmadaw a powerful role at 
the centre of government, with 25 per cent of all seats in provincial 
and national assemblies reserved for serving military officers. Also, the 
armed forces directly controlled three key ministries: Home Affairs 
(which included the police force), Defence and Border Affairs. In all 
security matters, the 7atmadaw operated completely independently from 
the government. 


2 Richard C. Paddock, ‘After Aung San Suu Kyi’s First Year in Power, Dismay Swirls in Myanmar’, 
The New York Times, 8 April 2017, www.nytimes.com/2017/04/08/world/asia/myanmar-aung-san-suu- 
kyi-first-year.html?_r=0. 

3 Jon Emont, ‘Is This the Real Aung San Suu Kyi”, The New Republic, 23 December 2016, 
newrepublic.com/article/139476/real-aung-san-suu-kyi. 

4 Lindsay Murdoch, ‘Aung San Suu Kyi “Hung Out to Dry”, Say East Timorese, Australian 
Leaders’, Sydney Morning Herald, 14 April 2017, www.smh.com.au/world/aung-san-suu-kyi-hung- 
out-to-dry-say-east-timorese-australian-politicians-20170414-gvkwxf.html. 

5 Mark Farmaner, ‘It’s Time to Talk About Min Aung Hlaing’, The Huffington Post, 13 April 2017, 
www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/mark-farmaner/min-aung-hlaing_b_15001514.html. 
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Third, Aung San Suu Kyi inherited an economy that was responding to 
new regulations, inflows of foreign capital and increased aid. However, 
it was still in dire straits. As a percentage of GDP, the budget deficit 
had increased threefold over the last year of Thein Sein’s administration. 
Poverty levels averaged 26 per cent; in rural areas, they were even higher.° 
Myanmar also lacked infrastructure, a modern fiscal regime and a reliable 
legal system. 


Fourth, as Robert Taylor recently pointed out,” the NLD inherited 
a moribund bureaucracy stacked with former military officers and lacking 
managerial expertise. After decades of a hierarchical command culture, 
there was no tradition of public servants taking initiative, challenging 
decisions or even reporting policy failures. All this made the consideration 
and implementation of new initiatives very difficult. 


As if these problems were not enough, the NLD took over a country that 
was deeply divided by political, ethnic and religious conflicts, some of 
which dated back to colonial days. The national peace process had virtually 
collapsed as a result of mutual distrust, historical grievances, incompatible 
goals and fresh outbreaks of fighting. The widespread antagonism felt 
towards Muslims (Rohingyas in particular) was of international concern.’ 


Sixth, the NLD and Aung San Suu Kyi created some of their own 
problems. The party initially lacked detailed policies on almost all major 
issues. Few of its members had any experience in government. Aung San 
Suu Kyi’s imperious personal style and tendency to micromanage led to 
resentment and administrative inefficiencies. Public relations have been 
handled poorly—at times, even prompting comparisons with the former 
military regime. 


In some ways, Aung San Suu Kyi had set her government up to fail. 
She had promised to amend the constitution and reduce the power of 
the armed forces, neither of which was likely in the short term. She also 
undertook to eliminate corruption—another remote prospect. She said 
she would give her highest priority to the peace process, before turning to 


6 United Nations Development Programme, About Myanmar (Yangon: UNDP in Myanmar), 
www.mm.undp.org/content/myanmar/en/home/countryinfo.html. 

7 Robert H. Taylor, ‘Discord, Not Devotion, Will Help Aung San Suu Kyi Succeed’, Nikkei Asian 
Review, 30 March 2017, asia.nikkei.com/Viewpoints/Robert-H.-Taylor/Discord-not-devotion-will- 
help-Aung-San-Suu-Kyi-succeed. 

8 ‘UN Report Details “Devastating Cruelty” Against Rohingya Population in Myanmar’s Rakhine 
Province’, UN News, 3 February 2017, www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp? NewsID=56103. 
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other domestic matters. Yet the peace process was effectively in the hands 
of the generals and most of the population cared more for issues that 
affected them directly. 


Aung San Suu Kyi has belatedly acknowledged the growing chorus of 
criticism and asked for more time to tackle outstanding problems.’ She has 
said that she and her government would step down if that was the popular 
wish. This offer was rather disingenuous, given that she has no obvious 
successor (she has made sure of that) and the only viable alternative to 
the NLD is another military government, which no one in the country 
(including the generals) wants. 


What is perhaps most perplexing about Aung San Suu Kyi’s behaviour 
since taking office has been her failure to capitalise on her greatest political 
asset: her own popularity. She has made few personal appearances. Her 
rare public statements have focused on abstract concepts like national 
reconciliation and the rule of law.'! She has left it to others to convey the 
government’s views on specific issues. Over the past 12 months, she has 
only given three interviews—all to foreign broadcasters." 


Outside Myanmar, Aung San Suu Kyi’s reputation as a democratic icon 
and defender of human rights has taken a battering.'? Her silence on 
the plight of the Rohingyas and her government’s refusal to respond to 
what the UN has described as ‘genocide’ and ‘crimes against humanity” 
have undermined her global status and weakened her ability to attract 
international support. Already, waning confidence in her administration 
seems to be affecting Myanmar’s economic growth and regional influence.” 


9 ‘NLD Government Asks for “More Time” as Public and Pundits Take Stock’, Myanmar Times, 
[Yangon], 19 July 2016, www.mmtimes.com/index.php/in-depth/22181-nld-government-asks-for- 
more-time-as-public-and-pundits-take-stock.html. 

10 Associated Press, Myanmars Aung Suu Kyi Addresses Letdowns, Says She is Prepared to Step 
Down’, ABC News, 31 March 2017, www.abc.net.au/news/2017-03-3 1/suu-kyi-says-she-is-prepared- 
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11 Mary Callahan, ‘Aung San Suu Kyi’s Quiet, Puritanical Vision for Myanmar’, Nikkei Asian 
Review, 29 March 2017, asia.nikkei.com/Features/The-lady-in-question/Aung-San-Suu-Kyi-s-quiet- 
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12 Fergal Keane, ‘Myanmar: Aung San Suu Kyi Exclusive Interview, BBC News, 5 April 2017, 
www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-39510271. 

13 Fiona MacGregor, ‘Suu Kyi's State of Denial’, New Mandala, 4 March 2017, www.newmandala. 
org/suu-kyis-state-denial/. 

14 Jonah Fisher, ‘Myanmar Muslim Minority Subject to Horrific Torture, UN Says’, BBC News, 
10 March 2017, www.bbc.com/news/world-39218105. 

15 ‘Aung San Suu Kyis First Year Running Myanmar Has Been a Letdown’, The Economist, 1 April 
2017, www.economist.com/news/asia/2 17 19802-economy-has-slowed-along-pace-reform-aung-san- 
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Considered in the widest perspective, however, Myanmar’ first year of 
(disciplined) democracy should not be written off. For all its faults, the 
NLD Government has made modest progress in some areas, and more is 
promised. Also, the international community needs to measure Myanmar 
against the same standards as those applied to other countries. There are 
many examples around the world of democratic transitions that have 
stalled. Some have even gone backwards.'* Compared with them, it can 
be argued that Myanmar is not doing too badly. 


Aung San Suu Kyi’s supporters are right to point out the complex problems 
she inherited a year ago and to remind us that she has no control over 
the Tatmadaw, which is responsible for security operations in Myanmar. 
And yes, she needs to take into account popular sentiment, while 
maintaining a modus vivendi with the armed forces, to implement much- 
needed and long-awaited reforms. As she has said herself, she is a politician, 
not an icon, and that means making ‘principled compromises’ .!” 


However, Aung San Suu Kyi’s failure to show greater moral courage and 
demonstrate political leadership on a critical issue like the Rohingyas 
cannot be sheeted home to the armed forces, her party or anyone else. 
For that, she alone must take responsibility. 


16 Isobel Coleman and Terra Lawson-Remer, A Users Guide to Democratic Transitions’, Foreign 
Policy, 18 June 2013, foreignpolicy.com/2013/06/18/a-users-guide-to-democratic-transitions/. 

17 Deborah Snow and Judith Ireland, ‘Suu Kyi: I Am Neither Saint Nor Icon’, Sydney Morning 
Herald, 28 November 2013, www.smh.com.au/nsw/suu-kyi-i-am-neither-saint-nor-icon-20131128- 
2ybpk.html. 
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Incident at Three 
Pagodas Pass 


(13:09 AEDT, 31 May 2017) 


An official visit to Three Pagodas Pass by the Director of Australia’s Defence 
Intelligence Organisation (DIO) in 1994 did not go exactly as planned and 
could have caused a diplomatic incident. 


After decades of strained bilateral relations, Australias defence ties with 
Myanmar are gradually being restored.' 


The office of the defence attaché (DA) in the Australian Embassy 
in Yangon (formerly Rangoon), which closed in 1979, was reopened in 
2014. This coincided with a port visit by HMAS Childers—the first by 
a Royal Australian Navy vessel since the frigate HMAS Quiberon called 
in 1959.* With the inauguration of Aung San Suu Kyi’s semi-civilian 
government in early 2016, defence engagement has been given a higher 
priority. The inaugural meeting of the Australia-Myanmar Strategic 
Dialogue was held in Yangon in March 2017.* 


1 Andrew Selth, ‘Defence Relations with Burma: Our Future Past’, The Interpreter, 4 March 2013, 
www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/defence-relations-burma-our-future-past. 

2 Senator the Hon. David Johnston, ‘Acting Minister for Defence, and Minister for Foreign Affairs: 
Joint Media Release—Australian Government Strengthening Ties with the Myanmar Government, 
Media release, Department of Defence, Canberra, 20 January 2014, www.minister.defence.gov.au/ 
minister/david-johnston/media-releases/acting-minister-defence-and-minister-foreign-affairs-joint. 

3 Senator the Hon. Concetta Fierravanti-Wells, Minister for International Development and 
the Pacific, Australia-Myanmar Strategic Dialogue’, Speech, 13 March 2017, ministers.dfat.gov.au/ 
fierravanti-wells/speeches/Pages/2017/cf_sp_170313.aspx [page discontinued]. 
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These developments are well documented, but over the years there have 
been others that are not as well known. One in particular springs to mind. 


In 1994, an incident occurred at Three Pagodas Pass on the Thailand— 
Myanmar border, west of Bangkok. While minor in itself, it had the 
potential to complicate the diplomatic relationship between Australia and 
Myanmar at a difficult time. Known only to a few people at the time, it 
deserves at least a footnote when the history of Australia’s relations with 
Myanmar is finally written. 


In September that year, Major General John Hartley, Director of 
Australia’s Defence Intelligence Organisation (DIO) from 1992 to 1995, 
was invited to Thailand as the guest of his Thai counterpart, Royal Thai 
Army (RTA) Major General Teerawat Patumanonda. General Hartley was 
accompanied on his visit by two DIO analysts—one an army lieutenant 
colonel and the other a civilian. While in Thailand, he was escorted by the 
Australian DA in Bangkok, who was an army colonel. 


As part of a familiarisation tour, General Hartley was taken by UH-1H 
helicopter from the RTA Ninth Infantry Division’s Camp Surasri in 
Kanchanaburi Province to Three Pagodas Pass. Located in the First Army 
Region, the Ninth Infantry Division was the RTA unit responsible for 
border affairs in Kanchanaburi. A special task force within the division 
was charged with coordinating security and refugee affairs at the local 
level, including around the pass. 


Three Pagodas Pass is of considerable historical importance. For centuries, 
it was one of the main land routes between Burma (as Myanmar was 
known before 1989) and Siam (as Thailand was known before 1939). 
During World War II, it was where the infamous “death railway’ from 
Ban Pong to Thanbyuzayat crossed the border. For years, an old Japanese 
C56 locomotive was preserved there as a monument to the 13,000 
Allied prisoners of war and 80,000 Asian labourers who died working on 
the railway. 


Now a major tourist attraction, the pass receives thousands of visitors 
every year. However, in 1994, due to its strategic significance and political 
sensitivity, it was a restricted area. 


The pass played an important role in Myanmar’s civil wars. During the 
1980s, it was the scene of bitter fighting between the Myanmar Army 
(MA) and insurgents from the separatist New Mon State Party (NMSP), 
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which effectively controlled the area until 1990. After the SLORC took 
power in Myanmar in 1988, more than 35 ethnic armed groups agreed 
to ceasefires. The NMSP made such a pact in 1995, but in 1994, tensions 
around Three Pagodas Pass were still high. 


The pass also fell within the operating area of the larger and more 
powerful Karen National Liberation Army (KNLA), which had been 
fighting Myanmar’s central government since the country regained its 
independence from the British in 1948. The KNLA was a tough and 
determined force that sought a separate Karen state. By 1994, a number of 
breakaway Karen groups had negotiated ceasefires with the SLORC, but 
the KNLA had refused to do so (this policy would not change until 2012). 


These tensions affected Myanmar—Thai relations. Insurgents from the 
ethnic armed groups routinely crossed the border into Thailand, both 
to recuperate and to outflank MA positions. Yangon (then Myanmar’s 
capital) believed that Bangkok was secretly aiding the rebels to weaken the 
MA and destabilise the new military government. Local villagers displaced 
by the fighting sought sanctuary in Thailand. In July 1994, 6,000 people 
did so after the MA attacked and destroyed a large Mon refugee camp 
near Three Pagodas Pass. 


Adding to these complications, the demarcation of the border in this 
area was disputed. The boundary between the two countries was broadly 
defined in negotiations between the East India Company and the 
King of Siam in 1826, and through subsequent Anglo-Siamese border 
commissions, but ambiguities still existed around Three Pagodas Pass. 
The actual town and border checkpoint that carry this name lie at the 
end of a thin 1.5-kilometre-long sliver of Thai territory, surrounded by 
Myanmar on three sides. 


It was for all these reasons that General Hartley had asked to visit the area. 


The Iroquois helicopter carrying the DIO delegation landed on Thai 
territory near the eponymous three pagodas, where General Hartley was 
greeted by the local military commander, an RTA colonel. While they 
were chatting, a utility truck pulled up and an MA colonel alighted. 
He was greeted warmly by the RTA colonel, who introduced him to 
General Hartley as his Myanmar counterpart. Despite occasional political 
tensions between Bangkok and Yangon, the two enjoyed a friendly 
working relationship. 


427 


428 


INTERPRETING MYANMAR 


The two colonels briefly spoke together. The MA colonel then got back 
into his utility, gave an instruction to his driver and they drove off. 
The RTA colonel invited General Hartley and his party to get into a couple 
of jeeps that were standing nearby. They then followed the MA vehicle. 
The Australian party soon realised that they had crossed the international 
border. On being questioned about this, the Thai colonel explained that 
the Myanmar colonel had invited them to his house ‘for tea’, and it would 
have been impolite to refuse. 


At this point, it should be noted that General Hartley, the Australian DA, 
the DIO lieutenant colonel and the Thai colonel were all wearing military 
uniforms. Only the civilian DIO analyst was in mufti. 


The MA colonel’s ‘house’ turned out to be a bunker within a heavily 
fortified army base, about 3 kilometres inside Myanmar. It was protected 
by berms and fences crowned with razor wire. Machine-gun posts were 
visible by the main gate and at various points around the perimeter. 
The mixed Australian—Thai party crowded into the MA commander's 
rather cramped living quarters, where they were seated around a table. 
Introductions were made by the Thai colonel, who acted as a translator. 


While this was happening, a woman assumed to be the colonel’s wife 
passed out cups of sweet, milky tea. The civilian DIO analyst, however, 
had a particular fondness for the local green tea—a taste he had picked up 
during a diplomatic posting to the Australian Embassy in Yangon in the 
1970s. He asked the colonel’s wife whether he could have a cup of that 
instead. As a courtesy, and because he doubted the woman could speak 
English, he spoke in Burmese. 


The colonel’s wife was rather startled to hear her own language spoken 
by a foreigner, but immediately went away and brought him a cup of 
green tea. This time, however, she was accompanied by an MA major, who 
squeezed in alongside the analyst and immediately began quizzing him in 
Burmese. He had obviously been tipped off by the colonel’s wife that one 
of the foreign visitors spoke their language. 


The major was keen to know who General Hartley was and what he 
was doing in Thailand. He was also curious to know how the DIO 
analyst came to speak Burmese. As far as his limited knowledge of the 
language allowed, the analyst explained the circumstances of the general’s 
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unscheduled visit to the MA base and gave a little of his own background. 
In doing so, he was acutely aware that Australia’s relations with Myanmar 
at that time were rather strained. 


In 1988, Canberra had strongly condemned the way in which Myanmar’s 
armed forces crushed a nationwide prodemocracy uprising. Before Ne 
Win’s moribund socialist regime was replaced with the SLORC, more 
than 3,000 demonstrators were killed. The Australian foreign minister 
had also expressed his government’s concern in 1990, after opposition 
leader Aung San Suu Kyi was placed under house arrest and the SLORC 
ignored the NLD’s landslide victory in general elections held that year. 


More to the point, bilateral military contacts were politically sensitive. 
Since 1979, the Australian DA in Bangkok had been dually accredited to 
Myanmar, to help him monitor developments there. However, after the 
1988 uprising, defence cooperation had been suspended. Australia had 
joined Western efforts to isolate and punish the new regime. In 1991, 
Canberra imposed an embargo on arms sales, excluded Myanmar officers 
from attending Australian military colleges and halted defence visits. 


It quickly became apparent that the MA major was a member of 
Myanmar’s powerful Military Intelligence Service (MIS). In answering 
his questions, the DIO analyst was conscious that whatever he said 
would probably be reported back to MIS headquarters in Yangon, and he 
framed his replies accordingly. While General Hartley’s visit to Myanmar 
was unplanned—indeed, inadvertent—it was also unauthorised. If made 
public, it had the potential to prompt some awkward questions in both 
Yangon and Canberra. 


Happily, for the Australians, morning tea was soon over and, after friendly 
farewells, the party was driven back to Thailand and their waiting RTA 
helicopter. Despite an unscheduled landing in a paddy field on the flight 
back, due to bad weather, the party disembarked at Camp Surasri that 
evening none the worse for their experience. 


While perhaps minor in itself, this vignette seems worth recording. 
It is offered here as a small contribution to the history of the Australia— 
Myanmar relationship, and of contacts between the armed forces of the 
two countries at a time of momentous changes in both. 
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A big step back 
for Myanmar 


(07:17 AEDT, 13 September 2017) 


The Tatmadaws5 massive overreaction to a series of small-scale attacks by 
Rohingya insurgents in 2016 and 2017 created a situation in Myanmar in 
which everyone was worse off. The Rohingyas were of course the greatest losers, 
but so, too, in different ways were Aung San Suu Kyis new government, the 
armed forces and civil society. The democratic transition process in Myanmar, 
such as it was, was set back years—possibly even decades. 


It is always difficult to know exactly what is happening in Myanmar, 
particularly when eyewitness accounts and reliable reports are dismissed 
by the Naypyidaw government as ‘misinformation and ‘fake news’, when 
false images of atrocities are posted on the web alongside genuine ones, 
when statistics vary wildly and when passion and propaganda compete 
with informed and objective analysis for attention in the international 
news media. 


That said, it is clear that, with respect to the current Rohingya crisis, 
developments in Myanmar over the past year can only be described as 
a disaster for all concerned that will have far-reaching consequences. 
There will be no winners. Everyone loses. 


Those who stand to lose most are the Rohingyas, as the stateless Muslims 
concentrated in Myanmar’s Rakhine State call themselves. Attacks against 
three police posts by the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA) in 
October 2016, and against 30 police posts and an army post this August, 
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have resulted in a massive security crackdown. An unknown number of 
Rohingya villages have been destroyed by the army, police and Buddhist 
vigilantes. There have been an estimated 1,000 deaths—almost all 
Rohingyas—and up to 275,000 people have fled to makeshift refugee 
camps in Bangladesh." 


These developments have been a political and personal disaster for 
Aung San Suu Kyi, Myanmar’s de facto leader.” Since the security 
forces launched their ‘area clearance operations’ in 2016, she has been 
condemned for failing to speak out against human rights abuses, which 
have been described by the UN as ‘devastating cruelty’ and possibly 
even ‘crimes against humanity’, bordering on genocide.‘ More recently, 
foreign commentators have been scathing in their criticisms of her clumsy 
attempts to deny the latest atrocities and shift the blame for the unfolding 
humanitarian nightmare. Calls for her to be stripped of her Nobel Peace 
Prize are growing louder.’ 


As Aung San Suu Kyis international reputation has collapsed, so, too, 
has that of her government. It clearly has no control over the country’s 
armed forces (the Zatmadaw), which, under the 2008 constitution, 
act independently in security matters. It also seems afraid of arousing 
Myanmar's deep-seated anti-Muslim prejudices.° This has left it looking 
weak and ineffectual, if not complicit in human rights abuses. The report 
prepared by former UN secretary-general Kofi Annan, on which the 
government had pinned its hopes for a solution to the broader Rohingya 
issue, has had to be shelved.’ 


1 Max Bearak, ‘More Than a Quarter-Million Rohingya Have Fled Burma in the Past Two Weeks, 
UN Says’, The Washington Post, 8 September 2017, www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/ 
2017/09/08/more-than-a-quarter-million-rohingya-have-fled-burma-in-the-past-two-weeks-u-n-says/. 
2 Andrew Selth, Aung San Suu Kyi and the Politics of Personality, Griffith Asia Institute Regional 
Outlook Paper No.55 (Brisbane: Griffith University, 2017), www.griffith.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/ 
0004/1088590/Regional-Outlook-Paper-55-Selth-web.pdf [page discontinued]. 

3 ‘UN Report Details “Devastating Cruelty” Against Rohingya Population in Myanmar’s Rakhine 
Province’, UN News, 3 February 2017, www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp? NewsID=56103. 

4 Liam Cochrane, ‘Myanmar Could be On the Brink of Genocide, UN Expert Says’, ABC News, 
6 September 2017, www.abc.net.au/news/2017-09-06/myanmar-on-brink-of-genocide-un-expert-say/ 
8879858. 

5 Jacob Judah, “Strip Aung San Suu Kyi of Her Nobel Prize’, The New York Times, 7 September 2017, 
www.nytimes.com/2017/09/07/opinion/strip-aung-san-suu-kyi-of-her-nobel-prize.html?mcubz=0. 

6 Fred Strasser, ‘No Quick Answers on Burma’s Rohingya, Mitchell Says’, Analysis and Commentary 
(Washington, DC: US Institute of Peace, 8 September 2017), www.usip.org/blog/2017/09/no-quick- 
answers-burmas-rohingya-mitchell-says. 

7 Final Report of the Advisory Commission on Rakhine State, www.rakhinecommission.org/. 
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The Tatmadaw currently seems to have the whip hand. Yet, for it too, 
developments over the past year can be seen as a setback. Around 2011, 
the commander-in-chief (C-in-C) embarked on a program to make the 
armed forces more modern, more professional and better respected. 
Myanmar's embattled ethnic communities were never persuaded that the 
high command’s mindset had really changed, however, and this view has 
now been confirmed by the cynical strategy and brutal tactics adopted 
by the police (which are controlled by the C-in-C) and the army in 
Rakhine State.* 


The Tatmadaw's reputation inside Myanmar does not seem to have 
suffered greatly—most locals view the Rohingyas unsympathetically, as 
illegal Bengali immigrants—but its standing in international circles has 
fallen dramatically. There is now little chance that Western countries 
will relax their restrictions on bilateral defence engagement. ‘This is 
a significant loss for the Zatmadaw, which is keen to learn about foreign 
military policies and practices. Such contacts would have also helped 
its officers learn about international norms of behaviour and the role of 
armed forces in democracies.? Any hopes the Tatmadaw might have had 
to acquire Western arms and equipment can be forgotten. 


The events of the past year have also been a disaster for Myanmar’s 
civil society. As the International Crisis Group has pointed out, the last 
anti-Muslim riots were in 2013, but religious tensions have remained 
high. There have been calls within Myanmar for a peaceful solution to 
the Rohingya problem but recent developments in Rakhine State have 
strengthened the hand of Buddhist extremists who have been waiting for 
an opportunity to reassert themselves. Even if the Zatmadaw’s prediction 
of ARSA attacks in Myanmar’s cities proves incorrect, there is the risk 
of further communal violence. 


In other ways, too, the Rohingya crisis is a disaster for Myanmar. With the 
government’ gaze and resources focused on Rakhine State, less attention 
is being paid to other parts of the country and other pressing issues. 


8 Andray Abrahamian, “The Tatmadaw Returns to the “Four Cuts” Doctrine’, The Interpreter, 
4 September 2017, www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/tadmadaw-ominous-return-four-cuts-doctrine. 
9 William C. Dickey and Nay Yan Oo, ‘Myanmar’s Military Holds Key to Further Reform’, Nikkei 
Asian Review, 18 August 2017, asia.nikkei.com/Viewpoints/William-C.-Dickey-and-Nay-Yan-Oo/ 
Myanmar-s-military-holds-key-to-further-reform. 

10 Buddhism and State Power in Myanmar, Asia Report No.290 (Yangon/Brussels: International Crisis 
Group, 5 September 2017), www.crisisgroup.org/asia/south-east-asia/myanmar/290-buddhism-and- 
state-power-myanmar. 
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A nationwide peace agreement with ethnic armed groups, for example, 
seems an even more distant prospect. Fewer funds will be available to fill 
gaping holes in the budget, in critical areas like health and education. 
The crisis and declining international confidence in Aung San Suu Kyi!’ 
have already had a negative impact on foreign direct investment and 
Myanmar’s economic growth.” 


Over the longer term, the Rohingya crisis is a disaster for Myanmar’s 
planned transition from authoritarian rule to a more democratic system 
of government. 


When it announced its intention to launch a violent campaign on behalf 
of the Rohingyas, ARSA played into the hands of conservative elements 
in the armed forces. While there is little evidence that it supports 
a transnational Islamist agenda, ARSA was immediately cast as a member 
of an international terrorist conspiracy." This made it a clearly identifiable 
threat to Myanmar’s sovereignty, unity and stability—the three ‘national 
causes’ enshrined in the 2008 constitution and, for over halfa century, the 
armed forces’ highly publicised raison d'étre. 


As former US ambassador to Myanmar Derek Mitchell has pointed out, 
the Zatmadaw’s roles as Myanmar’s ‘saviour’ and protector of the country’s 
majority-Buddhist values have been confirmed.'* The Rohingya crisis has 
pushed the generals to the forefront of government decision-making, 
where their hard line is likely to remain the default policy position. The 
armed forces’ claim to a central place in national political life has been 
reaffirmed. By the same token, the standing and influence of Aung San 
Suu Kyi and her quasi-civilian government have been diminished. 


11 Peter Janssen, “Suu Kyi’s Fading Allure Repels Foreign Investors’, Asia Times, [Hong Kong], 
6 September 2017, www.atimes.com/article/suu-kyis-fading-allure-repels-foreign-investors/ [page 
discontinued] [now at asiatimes.com/2017/09/suu-kyis-fading-allure-repels-foreign-investors/]. 

12 Gwen Robinson and Yuichi Nitta, ‘Rakhine Crisis Blights Myanmar Economic Outlook’, Nikkei 
Asian Review, 5 September 2017, asia.nikkei.com/Politics-Economy/Economy/Rakhine-crisis-blights- 
Myanmar-economic-outlook. 

13 ‘Yemeni Al Qaeda Leader Calls for Attacks in Support of Myanmar’s Rohingya, The Irrawaddy, 
3 September 2017, www.irrawaddy.com/news/yemeni-al-qaeda-leader-calls-attacks-support-myanmars- 
rohingya.html. 

14 Matthew Pennington, ‘Obamas Myanmar Legacy in Trouble and It’s Not Trump's Fault’, 
The Denver Post, 2 September 2017, www.denverpost.com/2017/09/02/barack-obama-myanmar- 
legacy-donald-trump/. 


89. A BIG STEP BACK FOR MYANMAR 


Myanmar has also lost ground in foreign policy terms. Governments of 
all colours have expressed grave concern over the Rohingya crisis and its 
international implications.'? Indonesia even sent its foreign minister to 
Naypyidaw to speak directly to Aung San Suu Kyi.'* The UN has been 
particularly critical of the Myanmar Government’ handling of the crisis, 
including its accusations that NGOs were assisting the ARSA. For the UN 
Secretary-General, the Rohingyas were ‘an undeniable factor in regional 
destabilisation’ that demanded a ‘holistic’ solution.” 


Given current attitudes in Myanmar, the Rohingya tragedy could drag on 
for years. ARSA will not achieve its aims, but Muslim anger both within 
Myanmar and overseas will remain. Religious divisions in the country 
will harden. Hundreds of thousands of refugees will be left in squalid 
camps in Bangladesh, unwanted by anyone and facing a bleak future. The 
Tatmadaw will consolidate its political gains, while Aung San Suu Kyi 
and her government will find it even harder to implement much-needed 
reforms. The democratic transition process in Myanmar, such as it was, 
has been set back years—possibly decades. 


In these circumstances, no one wins. Everyone loses. 


15 “Asian Neighbours Add Pressure on Suu Kyi to Act on Rohingya Crisis’, Nikkei Asian Review, 
5 September 2017, asia.nikkei.com/Politics-Economy/International-Relations/Asian-neighbors-add- 
pressure-on-Suu-Kyi-to-act-on-Rohingya-crisis. 

16 Erwida Maulia, Indonesian Minister Meets Suu Kyi as Rohingya Crisis Deepens’, Nikkei Asian 
Review, 4 September 2017, asia.nikkei.com/Politics-Economy/Policy-Politics/Indonesian-minister- 
meets-Suu-Kyi-as-Rohingya-crisis-deepens. 

17 Thu Thu Aung, ‘UN Secretary-General Calls for “Holistic Solution” in Rakhine’, The Irrawaddy, 
September 2017, www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/un-secretary-general-calls-holistic-solution- 
rakhine.html. 
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The Rohingya crisis 
and Myanmar's military 
responses 


(14:00 AEDT, 24 November 2017) 


Observers trying to identify the Tatmadaw5 strategy in Rakhine State 
identified. four schools of thought. The official line was that Naypyidaw 
was responding to international terrorism, while others saw it as a massive 
overreaction to a minor insurgent threat. A third school believed the armed 
forces had a long-term plan to expel all Rohingyas from the country, while 
a fourth school insisted it was all a plot directed by foreign powers. Whatever 
the formal strategy may have been, the security forces were determined. to 
pursue their own agenda regardless of international opinion. 


Since October 2016, when militants from the ARSA attacked three border 
police posts in Myanmar’s Rakhine State, developments in that part of the 
world have dominated the headlines. Denied access to western Myanmar, 
most reporters have focused on the plight of the 600,000 or more Muslim 
Rohingyas who are now living in squalid refugee camps in Bangladesh.' 


1 “Myanmar Rohingya: What You Need to Know about the Crisis’, BBC News, 19 October 2017, 
[Updated 23 January 2020], www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-41566561. 
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Given the nature of the crisis—described by the UN as ‘a humanitarian 
and human rights nightmare’ and ‘the largest mass refugee movement 
in the region for decades’—the flood of reports about the Rohingyas in 
the news media and online is understandable. However, a few important 
issues have slipped through the cracks and demand closer attention. 


There have been passing references in news stories to the ‘area clearance 
operations conducted by Myanmar’s armed forces (the Tatmadaw) and 
police force and countless reports of specific incidents, but few observers 
have stepped back and tried to examine the broad strategy being pursued 
by the security forces in northern Rakhine State. Yet, without an 
understanding of the long-term military and political goals, it is difficult 
to look beyond current problems and anticipate future challenges. 


It is widely acknowledged that Aung San Suu Kyi’s government, while 
hardly blameless, has little control over the security forces, which seem to 
be pursuing an agenda of their own. However, what that agenda might be 
and the thinking behind it are difficult to determine. Broadly speaking, 
four schools of thought have emerged to explain military operations in 
Rakhine State. They range from the plausible to the improbable. 


First, the official line is that the security forces are responding to 
a serious threat to Myanmar’s unity, stability and sovereignty from 
Rohingya terrorists, who are supported by international Islamist groups. 
Naypyidaw has offered few details to back up these statements, preferring 
to emphasise the attacks against 34 police and army posts over the past 
year, the 21 soldiers, policemen and civil servants killed in the line of duty 
and the need to recover the arms captured by ARSA. 


As always, hard data are scarce, but the International Crisis Group (ICG) 
is probably right in stating that ARSA does not have a transnational 
Islamist or jihadist agenda.’ That said, questions remain over its possible 


2 Associated Press, ‘UN Chief Urges Myanmar to End Military Operations in Rohingya Crisis’, 
The Guardian, 29 September 2017, www.theguardian.com/world/2017/sep/28/un-chief-calls-for-end- 
to-myanmar-military-operations-in-rohingya-crisis. 

3 Myanmar: A New Muslim Insurgency in Rakhine State, Asia Report No.283 (Yangon/Brussels: 
International Crisis Group, 15 December 2016), www. crisisgroup.org/asia/south-east-asia/myanmatr/ 
283-myanmar-new-muslim-insurgency-rakhine-state. 
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connections with other extremist groups.‘ Also, as the ICG has warned, 
there is the potential for the Rohingya crisis to be exploited by foreign 
terrorists and for them to launch attacks both in Myanmar and abroad.’ 


Naypyidaw is not alone in taking such threats seriously. Regional 
governments have expressed concern over the emergence of a new 
Rohingya militant group and the spread of religious violence.° Quite 
apart from the presence in Thailand, Malaysia, India and elsewhere of 
thousands of exiled Rohingyas, South and Southeast Asias Muslim 
communities have reacted strongly to the harsh treatment accorded their 
co-religionists in Myanmar.’ 


After what appears to have been a rather confused response to the initial 
ARSA attacks,* Myanmar’s security forces have reportedly implemented 
a comprehensive ‘four cuts’ counterinsurgency strategy to deprive the 
militants of food, funds, intelligence and recruits.’ As seen elsewhere in 
Myanmar, this is essentially a scorched-earth policy under which villages 
are burned, crops destroyed, minefields laid and populations displaced. 


A second school of foreign observers has seen this strategy as a massive 
overreaction to a minor threat from a small band of poorly armed and ill- 
trained Rohingya exiles and their local supporters, driven to act by decades 
of institutionalised persecution by successive Myanmar governments. 
Indeed, an ARSA military victory was never a realistic proposition, 
suggesting that its leaders deliberately provoked an excessive response by 
the security forces to attract international attention and raise support for 
the Rohingya cause. 


4 ‘ARSA Linked to Foreign Extremist Groups: Bertil Lintner’, The Irrawaddy, 22 September 2017, 
www.irrawaddy.com/news/burma/arsa-linked-foreign-extremist-groups-bertil-lintner.html. 

5 “The Rakhine State Danger to Myanmar’s Transition’, Media statement, International Crisis Group, 
Yangon/Brussels, 8 September 2017, www.crisisgroup.org/asia/south-east-asia/myanmar/rakhine-state- 
danger-myanmars-transition. 

6 Nyshka Chandran, “Terror Groups May Take Advantage of Myanmar’s Rohingya Crisis, CNBC, 
13 September 2017, www.cnbc.com/2017/09/13/myanmar-rohingya-crisis-islamic-terror-groups-may- 
take-advantage.html. 

7 Basma Elbaz, ‘Myanmar ... Terrorism Hotbed in the Making’, The Huffington Post, 17 September 
2017, www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/myanmarterrorism-hotbed-in-the-making_us_59bd6fd4e4b02c 
6428421717. 

8 Antoni Slodkowski, Wa Lone, Simon Lewis and Krishna Das, ‘Rohingya Exodus: How a Two- 
Week Army Crackdown Reignited Myanmars Rohingya Crisis’, Reuters Investigates, 25 April 2017, 
www.reuters.com/investigates/special-report/myanmar-rohingya-crisis2/. 

9 Andray Abrahamian, “The Tatmadaw Returns to the “Four Cuts” Doctrine’, The Interpreter, 
4 September 2017, www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/tadmadaw-ominous-return-four-cuts- 
doctrine. 
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Also, ARSAS leadership knew that anti-Muslim feelings were rife in 
Myanmar and the Rohingyas were reviled as illegal Bengali immigrants. 
Whether or not Naypyidaw gave specific orders to terrorise Rohingya 
communities, ARSA would have known from other conflicts in Myanmar 
that poor leadership and lax discipline, combined with racial and religious 
prejudices, would lead to widespread human rights abuses.'° It doubtless 
anticipated that this, too, would generate international sympathy for 
the Rohingyas. 


A third school of analysts believes that the generals seized on the ARSA 
attacks in 2016 to launch a long-term plan to expel all Rohingyas from 
northern Rakhine State.'* A second round of ARSA attacks in August 
2017 gave this strategy of ‘ethnic cleansing’ added impetus. It has been 
suggested that, under such a plan, the Rohingyas were to be driven 
into Bangladesh and physical obstacles such as barbed-wire fences and 
minefields put in place to prevent their return.’ 


According to this theory, any Rohingyas able to survive the stringent 
citizenship ‘verification process’? and cleared to return to Myanmar 
would be resettled further south, where they would be less susceptible to 
manipulation by Bangladesh-based extremists. The Rohingya lands left 
vacant in the north could be reallocated to Rakhine Buddhists. This would 
create a cordon sanitaire between Myanmar and Bangladesh populated 
by Naypyidaw loyalists and organised into local militias to provide 
additional security. 


The fourth school consists of those popular pundits who insist on seeing the 
Rohingya crisis in terms of a global conspiracy. A few have even described 
it as a proxy war between the great powers, with the US (helped by its 


10 “They Tried to Kill Us All’: Atrocity Crimes against Rohingya Muslims in Rakhine State, Myanmar, 
Bearing Witness Report (Washington, DC: Simon-Skjodt Centre for the Prevention of Genocide and 
Fortify Rights, November 2017), www.fortifyrights.org/downloads/THEY_TRIED_TO_KILL_US 
ALL_Atrocity_Crimes_against_Rohingya_Muslims_Nov_2017.pdf?ct=t(Fortify_Rights_USHMM_ 
New_Report11_14_2017)&mc_cid=25c9323497 &mc_eid=0bd7a6922f. 

11 ‘Myanmar Violence a Deliberate Strategy to Expel Rohingya, United Nations Says’, ABC News, 
12 October 2017, www.abc.net.au/news/2017-10-12/myanmar-violence-deliberate-straegy-to-expel- 
rohingya-un-says/9042884. 

12 Krishna N. Das, ‘Burma Laying Landmines Near Bangladesh Border “To Prevent Return of 
Rohingya Muslims”’, Independent, [London], 6 September 2017, www.independent.co.uk/news/ 
world/asia/burma-rohingya-muslims-landmines-bangladesh-border-prevent-return-dhaka-persecution- 
genocide-a7931576.html. 

13 Alyssa Ayres, ‘Repatriating “Verified” Rohingya: Dont Hold Your Breath’, Asia Unbound Blogs 
(New York: Council on Foreign Relations, 4 October 2017), www.cfr.org/blog/repatriating-verified- 
rohingya-dont-hold-your-breath. 
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ally Saudi Arabia) somehow using the Rohingyas to undermine China's 
influence in Myanmar.'* Another commentator has suggested that the 
US and the EU precipitated the crisis to interfere in the internal affairs 
of Myanmar, which was described as a US “client state’.!° 


No serious observers entertain such far-fetched notions. However, the 
other explanations put forward to account for the behaviour of the army 
and police deserve consideration. 


It would be surprising if the Zatmadaw’s high command was not exploiting 
the Rohingya crisis for its own purposes. The generals are already flexing 
their muscles in Naypyidaw, reminding Aung San Suu Kyi’s government 
of the armed forces’ continuing key role in national affairs.'* They are 
also capitalising on anti-Muslim sentiments in Myanmar to reinforce 
their claim to be the defenders of the country’s majority Buddhist culture. 
And a long-term solution to the Rohingya problem’ has always been 
a high priority. 


Regardless of whether the Tatmadaw’s strategy has been dictated by genuine 
security concerns, crude nativism, political opportunism or a secret plan 
to permanently change the ethnic balance of northern Rakhine State, one 
thing is clear: Myanmar’s security forces are determined to pursue their 
own agenda. Aung San Suu Kyi may be responsive to foreign demands 
for more humane policies, but the generals are unlikely to change their 
long-term goals because of anything the international community might 
say or do. 


14 Moon of Alabama, “The Rohingya of Myanmar: Pawns in an Anglo-Chinese Proxy War Fought by 
Saudi Jihadists’, Global Research, 4 September 2017, www.globalresearch.ca/the-rohingya-of-myanmar- 
pawns-in-an-anglo-chinese-proxy-war-fought-by-saudi-jihadists/5607605. 

15 Tony Cartalucci, ‘Shifting Blame as US Agenda Unfolds in Myanmar’, New Eastern Outlook, 
25 October 2017, journal-neo.org/2017/10/25/shifting-blame-as-us-agenda-unfolds-in-myanmar/. 
16 Andrew Selth, A Big Step Back for Myanmar’, The Interpreter, 13 September 2017, www.lowy 
institute.org/the-interpreter/step-back-myanmar. 
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The Rohingya question: 
Determining whom to hold 
to account 


(09:30 AEDT, 20 April 2018) 


The brutal treatment meted out to the Rohingyas by Myanmar‘ security forces 
raised a number of questions about the legal culpability of those involved. 
However, despite clear indications that Myanmar had repeatedly acted 
contrary to international humanitarian law, the international community 
had few realistic options and there was little likelihood that anyone would be 
held to account. 


Ever since the 1988 prodemocracy uprising, ethnic minority groups, 
human rights advocates and others have argued that Myanmar’s armed 
forces (or Tatmadaw) should be held legally accountable for a wide range 
of offences. Their concerns were dramatically highlighted in late 2016 and 
2017, after the Tatmadaw and police launched ‘area clearance operations’ 
against the mainly Muslim Rohingya minority in northern Rakhine State. 


More than 650,000 refugees were driven into Bangladesh. These events 
prompted calls for the Myanmar Government and security forces to be 
brought before an international tribunal for crimes against humanity, 
including ethnic cleansing and genocide.' 


l ‘UN Myanmar Expert Wants Genocide Investigation, US News, 9 March 2018, www.usnews. 
com/news/world/articles/2018-03-09/un-myanmar-expert-wants-genocide-investigation. 
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For decades, Myanmar’s military leaders have been haunted by the 
prospect that, one day, they may lose the power to control events and 
be brought before a court to account for their actions. These fears have 
been heightened by periodic attempts by the UN Human Rights Council 
and other bodies to investigate crimes in violation of humanitarian law 
committed in Myanmar.” 


To date, international scrutiny, pressure and diplomatic engagement have 
not resulted in any meaningful changes. Those implicated in human rights 
violations have effectively enjoyed impunity. Due to the latest Rohingya 
crisis, however, pressure to hold them in some way criminally accountable 
is mounting. 


Should this matter ever come before an international court, many issues 
will need to be considered.” Most will relate directly to the atrocities 
perpetrated against the Rohingyas and those who ordered them and 
carried them out. However, the tribunal would also need to consider 
a range of issues to do with the Zatmadaw’s organisation and structure, 
its training and ethos and, most importantly, issues relating to command 
and control. 


Given the dearth of reliable information available about the Tatmadaw, 
the consideration of such matters will be difficult. However, they could 
prove critical to questions of culpability and thus ultimate responsibility 
for the actions of the security forces in Rakhine State. 


The Tatmadaw is a ‘fully functioning military’, as the term is popularly 
understood.‘ It has a clearly defined organisation, a logical division of 
specialist responsibilities, a hierarchical rank structure and an identifiable 
chain of command. It has a tested system of internal communications 
and a recognisable disciplinary code. It can also be described as effective, 
in that it is able to convert its diverse resources into combat power. 


2 ‘Myanmar’ (Geneva: United Nations Human Rights, Office of the UN High Commissioner 
for Human Rights), www.ohchr.org/EN/Countries/AsiaRegion/Pages/MMIndex.aspx. 

3 Myanmar: Questions and Answers on Human Rights Law in Rakhine State, IC] Global Redress and 
Accountability Initiative Briefing Note (Geneva: International Commission of Jurists, November 2017), 
www.burmalibrary.org/docs23/1CJ-2017-11-Rakhine-Advocacy-Briefing-Paper-2017-en-.pdf. 

4 Andrew Selth, Strong, Fully Efficient and Modern’: Myanmars New Look Armed Forces, Griffith 
Asia Institute Regional Outlook Paper No.49 (Brisbane: Griffith University, 2015), www.griffith.edu. 
au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0017/118313/Regional-Outlook-Paper-49-Selth-web. pdf. 
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However, the question must be asked: who is responsible for the 
behaviour of troops in the field? The easy answer is the commander-in- 
chief. In practice, however, the exercise of military power in Myanmar— 
and, in the recent case of the Rohingyas, its gross misuse—tends to be 
more complicated. 


There are, in effect, two Tatmadaws. One operates according to formal 
structures and regulations and places a high value on patriotism, 
professionalism and personal integrity. Its members are enjoined 
to observe both military and civil laws and to ‘preserve the noble dignity 
of the Zatmadaw’.’ 


The other Tatmadaw operates from day to day according to a more informal 
set of rules and practices that allows for considerable flexibility, including 
in the observance of military directives and humanitarian law. Particularly 
during operations against ethnic minorities and the Rohingyas there is 
a high degree of tolerance, at all levels, of egregious human rights abuses. 


Abuse victims and activist groups believe that human rights violations in 
Myanmar are official policy, ordered by the Tatmadaws high command. 
They argue that troops on operations are told to commit atrocities as 
deliberate acts of psychological warfare, to undermine the morale of the 
opposing forces, to intimidate noncombatants or to force them to leave 
contested areas. 


This has given rise to the oft-repeated claim that atrocities like rape are 
used as ‘weapons of war’.® In the case of the Rohingyas in Rakhine State, 
the systematic nature of the abuses, and the similarity between atrocities 
perpetrated in different locations, has encouraged the view that they are 
directed from Naypyidaw. 


It is not difficult to find evidence of abuses being committed by soldiers 
and policemen in Myanmar, but it is difficult to find hard evidence of 
them specifically being ordered to do so. This is not surprising in the 
circumstances, but it does argue for caution in claiming that systematic 
state terror has been and is routinely used by the Zatmadaw's high 
command to achieve strategic goals. 


5 “Tatmadaw Has Bounden Duty to Safeguard State’s Independence and Sovereignty’, Eleven, 
2 December 2017, www.elevenmyanmar.com/politics/12632 [page discontinued]. 

6 Shayna Bauchner, ‘Rape Puts Myanmar Army on UN “List of Shame”, Dispatches (New York: 
Human Rights Watch, 16 April 2018), www.hrw.org/news/2018/04/16/rape-puts-myanmar-army-un- 
list-shame. 
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Certainly, that appears to be the implicit thinking behind the harsh four 
cuts’ strategy, as demonstrated in many parts of Myanmar over decades.’ 
Also, even if orders are not given, the widespread tolerance of abuses and 
consistent failure of the military system to punish those guilty of such 
crimes must encourage them. 


In any case, one thing is clear. The latest pogrom against the Rohingyas 
has been a disaster for everyone.’ Quite apart from the Rohingyas 
themselves—more than half a million of whom seem destined to remain 
in squalid refugee camps in Bangladesh for the foreseeable future—no 
one has benefited from the events of the past 18 months. Aung San Suu 
Kyi, her government, the armed forces and the people of Myanmar have 
all lost, in different ways. 


Despite the promise of a more democratic, humane and prosperous 
society following the 2015 elections, the country has stepped. back into 
its dark past. This poses real challenges for the international community. 
For decades, successive governments in Myanmar have strongly resisted 
external pressures to adopt or adapt particular policies. There are no signs 
that this record will change in the foreseeable future. 


Indeed, with regard to the Rohingyas, there is a rare consensus between 
the government, armed forces and population that will strengthen 
Naypyidaw’s determination to decide its own agenda and timetable 
for any changes.” Unless there are significant shifts in attitude inside 
Myanmar—which seems unlikely—a fair, durable and long-term solution 
to the ‘Rohingya question’, let alone a formal legal accounting for the 
events of the past 18 months, will remain a distant prospect. 


This article draws from a forthcoming report to be published by the US Institute 
of Peace, Myanmars Armed Forces and the Rohingya Crisis. 


7 Andray Abrahamian, “Ihe Tatmadaw Returns to the “Four Cuts” Doctrine’, The Interpreter, 
4 September 2017, www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/tadmadaw-ominous-return-four-cuts- 
doctrine. 

8 Andrew Selth, ‘A Big Step Back for Myanmar’, The Interpreter, 13 September 2017, www.lowy 
institute.org/the-interpreter/step-back-myanmar. 

9 Myanmar’ Rohingya Crisis Enters a Dangerous New Phase, Asia Report No.292 (Brussels: 
International Crisis Group, 7 December 2017), www.crisisgroup.org/asia/south-east-asia/myanmar/ 
292-myanmars-rohingya-crisis-enters-dangerous-new-phase. 
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The Rohingyas: A new 
terrorist threat? 


(06:00 AEDT, 6 September 2018) 


The Rohingya crisis of 2016-17 sparked widespread fears of an increased 
terrorist threat, both in the region and beyond. There were worries that some 
of the refugees in Bangladesh would become radicalised, that they would be 
recruited by extremists based elsewhere and that foreign Islamist groups would 
conduct fresh attacks in their name. 


(This is the final in a series of three articles on the Rohingya crisis, featuring 
Morten Pedersen’ on the domestic drivers of conflict and Nicholas Farrelly 
on the consequences for neighbouring Bangladesh.’) 


‘There have been a small number of militant Muslim groups in Myanmar, 
but they were usually weak and disorganised. A few had tenuous 
international links, mainly to Islamists in South Asia, but these ties had 
no appreciable impact on their goals or operational capabilities. When 
international groups recruited Rohingyas, as they did occasionally, they 
tended to be from exile communities in countries such as Pakistan. 


1 Morten B. Pedersen, ‘No Safe Return for Rohingya Refugees’, The Interpreter, 4 September 
2018, www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/no-safe-return-rohingya-refugees. 

2 Nicholas Farrelly, “The Rohingya Are Stuck’, The Interpreter, 5 September 2018, www.lowy 
institute.org/the-interpreter/rohingya-are-stuck. 
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Most Rohingyas in Myanmar kept their heads down and tried to avoid 
being noticed by the central and Rakhine State governments and the local 
Buddhist population.’ Their focus was on staying alive and, if possible, 
improving their lot, not the overthrow of the regime. Indeed, most 
Rohingyas saw violence as counterproductive. 


In 2012, however, an outbreak of sectarian violence in Rakhine State 
encouraged the formation of the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army 
(ARSA) by a group of Rohingya exiles. Its attacks against Myanmar’s 
security forces in the state’s north in 2016 and 2017, and the subsequent 
exodus of more than 750,000 Rohingyas to Bangladesh, dramatically 
changed the picture. 


These developments have prompted three questions: 


1. Are more Rohingyas, either inside Myanmar or outside it, likely to 
be radicalised by recent events and turn to terrorism? 


2. Are Rohingyas and their supporters likely to be recruited by 
international Islamist groups for terrorist activities? 


3. Will Islamist groups, both in the region and further afield, take up 
the Rohingya cause and launch terrorist campaigns with their plight 
in mind? 


Violent extremism stems from a kaleidoscope of factors, creating infinite 
individual combinations.* However, it is possible to identify several factors 
that are usually found in processes of political radicalisation. Specific 
circumstances such as the presence of a charismatic preacher or recruiter 
can be critical. 


3 Andrew Selth, Burmas Muslims: Terrorists or Terrorised?, Canberra Papers on Strategy and Defence 
No.150 (Canberra: Strategic and Defence Studies Centre, The Australian National University, 2003), 
sdsc.bellschool.anu.edu.au/sites/default/files/publications/attachments/2016-03/150_Burma's_ 
Muslims__Terrorists_or_Terrorised_%28Canberra_Papers_on_Strategy_and_Defence%2C_ 
150%29__p_073155437X_0.pdf. 

4 Magnus Ranstorp, The Root Causes of Violent Extremism, RAN Issues Paper (Amsterdam: 
Radicalisation Awareness Network Centre of Excellence, 4 January 2016), ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/ 
sites/homeaffairs/files/what-we-do/networks/radicalisation_awareness_network/ran-papers/docs/ 
issue_paper_root-causes_jan2016_en.pdf. 
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Looking at the refugees in Bangladesh, almost every factor identified by 
radicalisation experts can be found, to a greater or lesser degree. This is 
partly due to the harsh treatment of the Rohingyas before 2016, but much 
more so as a result of their brutal expulsion from Myanmar—described by 
the UN as ethnic cleansing and probably genocide.’ 


This has made the Rohingya refugee camps in Bangladesh potential 
breeding grounds for extremism. 


Counting the 250,000 Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh before 2016, 
there are now over one million desperate and effectively stateless people 
living in squalid camps, entirely dependent on foreign aid. Despite 
discussions between Naypyidaw and Dhaka, there is no chance they will 
be repatriated soon, even if it was safe for them to return home. 


The refugees—a large proportion of them women and children— 
currently seem preoccupied with their daily survival. There are no obvious 
signs that they are about to embark on an international campaign of 
violence. However, it would only take a very small percentage of them to 
be radicalised for there to be a major security problem. 


As the ICG has stated, ARSA does not appear to have a pan-Islamist 
narrative.° Also, ARSA has been at pains to emphasise that it ‘has no link 
with any terrorist group around the world”.” Even so, questions remain 
over ARSA’s external connections. 


There have been reports of ‘a smattering of foreigners’ in ARSA’s ranks, 
hailing from South, Southeast and Central Asia.* Also, several observers 
have pointed out circumstantial links between ARSA and other extremist 
groups, including global organisations such as Islamic State of Iraq and 


Syria (ISIS) and Al Qaeda. 


5 Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on Myanmar (Geneva: United Nations Human 
Rights Council, 2017-19), www.ohchr.org/en/hrbodies/hre/myanmarffm/pages/index.aspx. 

6 Myanmar: A New Muslim Insurgency in Rakhine State, Asia Report No.283 (Yangon/Brussels: 
International Crisis Group, 15 December 2016), www.crisisgroup.org/asia/south-east-asia/myanmar/ 
283-myanmar-new-muslim-insurgency-rakhine-state. 

7 Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army, Press release, Rohingya Blogger, 29 March 2017, www. 
rohingyablogger.com/2017/03/statement-of-arakan-rohingya-salvation.html?zx=3dadbfa57ab523a7. 

8 Nirmal Ghosh, ‘Myanmar’s “Bengali Problem” Threatens to Embroil the Region, The Straits 
Times, [Singapore], 6 September 2017, www.straitstimes.com/opinion/myanmars-bengali-problem- 
threatens-to-embroil-the-region. 
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Even if Islamist links to the Rohingyas were marginal before 2016, the 
potential now exists for them to be developed. There is a risk, too, that 
radicalised Rohingyas will be recruited by international terrorist groups. 
Also, Muslim communities in South and Southeast Asia have been 
outraged by the treatment accorded to their co-religionists in Myanmar, 
making them vulnerable to Islamist recruiters. 


The dire situation in Myanmar and Bangladesh has already attracted the 
attention of various extremist groups, prompting the former Malaysian 
prime minister to warn of a serious security threat to the entire region.” 
In Singapore last month, Aung San Suu Kyi pointedly warned that 
the ‘terrorism’ that sparked the Rohingya crisis could spread beyond 
Myanmar.” 


Before 2016, the Rohingyas’ plight was not a major concern for Islamist 
groups, but the dramatic events of the past two years and the publicity 
given to the refugees are prompting greater attention. There is also the 
possibility that foreign fighters may be attracted to the region, as occurred 
in the Philippines, to open new Islamist fronts." 


In addition to ISIS and Al Qaeda, most South and Southeast Asian 
extremist groups have already been linked to the latest Rohingya crisis 
in some way.” For example, there have been media reports of hundreds 
of jihadists from regional countries training for terrorist operations in 
Myanmar or being put on standby to go to Bangladesh. 


It is not clear whether any of these reports are accurate, but the possibility 
of increased terrorist activity in the region on behalf of the Rohingyas 
needs to be taken seriously. 


9 ASEAN Summit: IS Could Exploit Rohingya—Malaysian PM’, SBS News, 17 March 2018, 
www.sbs.com.au/news/asean-summit-is-could-exploit-rohingya-malaysian-pm. 

10 Aaron Low, ‘Rohingya Crisis: Terrorism May Spread Beyond Myanmar, Suu Kyi Warns’, [This 
Week in Asia], South China Morning Post, [Hong Kong], 21 August 2018, www.scmp.com/week-asia/ 
politics/article/2 1607 16/rohingya-crisis-terrorism-may-spread-beyond-myanmar-suu-kyi-warns. 

11 Nyshka Chandran, “Terror Groups May Take Advantage of Myanmar’s Rohingya Crisis’, CNBC, 
13 September 2017, www.cnbc.com/2017/09/13/myanmar-rohingya-crisis-islamic-terror-groups-may- 
take-advantage.html. 

12 Francis Chan, ‘ISIS, Al-Qaeda Drawn to Crisis in Rakhine Strait’, The Straits Times, [Singapore], 
20 September 2017, www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/isis-al-qaeda-drawn-to-crisis-in-rakhine-state. 
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The ICG believes the Rohingya crisis is a “game changer’ for Myanmar. 
The violence in Rakhine State in 2016 and 2017 was qualitatively different 
from anything seen before.” It also occurred in a more interconnected 
world, with a greater potential to influence others. It has already changed 
the region’s strategic environment. 


An increased terrorist threat is not inevitable—if the Rohingya crisis 
is handled sensitively, adequate practical assistance is provided and the 
refugees in Bangladesh are given reason to hope for meaningful change. 
Such measures would not eliminate the danger of future terrorist attacks, 
but they could significantly reduce it. 


Unfortunately, there are no signs of anything happening along those lines. 
Hundreds of thousands of Rohingyas are doomed to remain in Bangladesh 
for the foreseeable future, under terrible conditions, with all the attendant 
risks of radicalisation and exploitation, in Myanmar and beyond. 


13 Andrew Selth, Myanmar’ Armed Forces and the Rohingya Crisis, Peaceworks Report No.140 
(Washington, DC: US Institute of Peace, August 2018), www.usip.org/sites/default/files/2018-08/ 
pw140-myanmars-armed-forces-and-the-rohingya-crisis.pdf. 
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Myanmar’s intelligence 
apparatus under 
Aung San Suu Kyi 


(10:00 AEDT, 12 April 2019) 


Under Aung San Suu Kyi, Myanmars intelligence apparatus seems to have 
remained much as it was before the transition to a mixed civilian-military 
government in 2011. There have been changes in the way the intelligence 
agencies operate, but these appear to have been shifts in manner and style, 
rather than in substance. All the key agencies remain under the control, 
directly or indirectly, of the armed forces commander-in-chief. 


When Aung San Suu Kyi and the NLD took office in 2016, a wave of 
euphoria swept over Myanmar—shared by many people in other parts 


of the world. 


At the time, there was a rather naive belief that everything would 
suddenly be transformed. It was widely assumed, for example, that the 
key components of the old regime would be dismantled and the repressive 
military government that had ruled the country for the past half-century 
would soon become a bad memory. 


That has not happened and was never going to happen. 


It might have helped the pundits to keep in mind veteran Myanmar- 
watcher Robert Taylor’s observation that military intelligence had always 
served as a means of social control in Myanmar, to ask whether and how 
the NLD planned to depart from this pattern and whether the armed 
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forces (known as the Tatmadaw) would allow this to occur. As expected, 
Aung San Suu Kyi has faced many of the same challenges as the military 
regime but, to the surprise of many, she has relied on similar mechanisms 
and methods to tackle them. 


Indeed, eight years after the armed forces stepped back from direct rule, 
and despite promises of sweeping reforms, there are few indications 
that Myanmar’s approach to security matters has significantly changed. 
The vast intelligence apparatus that underpinned military rule is still 
in place. It is no longer dominated by the military agencies but, either 
directly or indirectly, it is still controlled by the Tatmadaw. There have 
been changes in the way the intelligence apparatus operates, but these 
have been more shifts in manner and style than in substance.' 


For example, there is now a greater reliance on the use of quasilegal, 
rather than extralegal, means to enforce tight controls over Myanmar’s 
citizens and society.” Indeed, a few observers have suggested that in 
some respects individual freedoms are more restricted under the NLD 
than they were under former administrations.’ Also, the extraordinary 
increase in the use of mobile telephones and the internet in Myanmar 
has encouraged the intelligence agencies to rely more on electronic 
monitoring and manipulation of the population, rather than its network 
of spies and informers. 


The intelligence apparatus still displays many of the characteristics that 
made it a powerful and feared arm of the military regime before Myanmar’s 
adoption of a quasi-civilian government in 2011. In some areas of the 
country—notably, Rakhine, Kachin and Shan states—the key agencies 
have demonstrated a continuing commitment to the Zatmadaw’s narrow 
and uncompromising vision of a unitary, compliant and independent 
Myanmar, dominated by ethnic Burman Buddhists.* 


1 Karin Dean, ‘Myanmar: Surveillance and the Turn from Authoritarianism?’, Surveillance and 
Society, Vol.15, No.3-4, 2017, pp.496-505, doi.org/10.24908/ss.v15i3/4.6648. 

2 Victoria Milko, ‘In Aung San Suu Kyi’s Myanmar, Free Press Hopes Wither’, Al Jazeera, 
12 December 2018, www.aljazeera.com/news/2018/12/aung-san-suu-kyi-myanmar-free-press-hopes- 
wither-181207065931858.html. 

3 Dashed Hopes: The Criminalization of Free Expression in Myanmar (New York: Human Rights 
Watch, 31 January 2019), www.hrw.org/report/2019/01/31/dashed-hopes/criminalization-peaceful- 
expression-myanmar. 

4 Andrew Selth, Myanmar’ Armed Forces and the Rohingya Crisis, Peaceworks Report No.140 
(Washington, DC: US Institute of Peace, August 2018), www.usip.org/sites/default/files/2018-08/ 
pw140-myanmars-armed-forces-and-the-rohingya-crisis. pdf. 
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Aung San Suu Kyi’s relationship with the armed forces and the national 
intelligence apparatus is a complicated one. As State Counsellor, she 
is the de facto leader of Myanmar and, in her own words, acts ‘above 
the President’. However, she has little actual control over the country’s 
extensive security apparatus, almost all elements of which answer, directly 
or indirectly, to Senior General Min Aung Hlaing, the Tarmadaw's 
powerful Commander-in-Chief (C-in-C). 


Under the terms of the 2008 constitution, the C-in-C appoints the 
Minister for Defence, who controls the Office of the Chief of Military 
Security Affairs (OCMSA). He appoints the Minister for Home Affairs, 
who has responsibility for the MPF’s Special Branch and the ministry’s 
Bureau of Special Investigations. The C-in-C also appoints the Minister 
for Border Affairs, who manages other intelligence assets. All three 
ministers are serving military officers.’ 


Aung San Suu Kyi is also the Minister for Foreign Affairs and, as such, 
is responsible for Myanmar’s diplomatic service and overseas missions. 
This gives her a say in the collection and analysis of open-source 
intelligence, but the country’s defence attachés are controlled by the 
Tatmadaw and the activities of intelligence officers posted abroad (some 
under diplomatic cover) are usually guided by OCMSA or the Special 
Branch. She thus cannot be held directly responsible for the behaviour 
of most elements of Myanmar’s intelligence apparatus. 


Indeed, Aung San Suu Kyi seems to have adopted a strategy of bypassing 
the apparatus as much as possible and avoiding any circumstances in 
which she can be held to account for its behaviour. Even in terms of 
briefings, it appears that she has tried to put some distance between herself 
and the intelligence agencies. It is not known what intelligence product 
she routinely receives as the State Counsellor, but she has made it clear 
that she wants to tap into independent sources of data and assessments. 


The appointment of a career diplomat as her national security advisor in 
2017, for example, seems to be in part at least an attempt to reduce her 
reliance on the military-dominated national intelligence apparatus. His 
responsibility is ‘to advise the President and the Union Government on 


5 Andrew Selth, ‘Myanmar’s Intelligence State, Australian Outlook, Weblog of the Australian 
Institute of International Affairs, Sydney, 20 September 2018, www.internationalaffairs.org.au/ 
australianoutlook/myanmars-intelligence-state/. 
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internal and external threats, by assessing situations from a strategic point 
of view’.° It is not clear, however, how this role differs from those of other 
ministers or government agencies. 


There has been some progress in ‘civilianising’ internal security in recent 
years, but the NLD does not seem to have given serious consideration to 
restructuring the intelligence system to make it more accountable and 
reflective of the transition to a more democratic form of government.’ 
Also, despite her earlier calls for universal human rights and the rule of 
law, Aung San Suu Kyi has shown little inclination to curb the excesses 
of the intelligence apparatus or to change the way Myanmar’s laws are 
being misused to silence dissent. 


That said, Aung San Suu Kyis ability to change Myanmars current 
security arrangements is very limited. When the 2008 constitution was 
being drafted, the armed forces were careful to ensure that control of the 
country’s coercive apparatus, including its main intelligence agencies, 
would remain under the C-in-C. Significant changes to the constitution, 
while a longstanding goal of the NLD, are very difficult to achieve. This is 
likely to remain the case, leaving intelligence matters firmly in the hands 
of the armed forces for the foreseeable future. 


6 Prashanth Parawesmaran, “Whats Behind Myanmars New National Security Adviser Post”, 
The Diplomat, (Washington, DC], 11 January 2017, thediplomat.com/2017/01/whats-behind- 
myanmars-new-national-security-adviser-post/. 

7 Andrew Selth, Be Careful What You Wish For: The National League for Democracy and Government 
in Myanmar, Griffith Asia Institute Regional Outlook Paper No.56 (Brisbane: Griffith University, 
2017), www.griffith.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0012/1087977/Regional-Outlook-Paper-56-Selth- 
web.pdf [page discontinued]. 
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Myanmar: Pariah status 
no bar to defence 
modernisation 


(15:00 AEDT, 7 May 2019) 


Despite widespread condemnation of Myanmar’s armed forces for their brutal 
area clearance operations against the Rohingyas and other ethnic groups, 

the Tatmadaw continues to acquire modern arms and develop the countrys 

defence industries. Geostrategic and commercial considerations on the part of 
Myanmar’ neighbours and friends clearly trumped any concerns expressed 
over its violations of international law and universal human rights. 


It has been more than two years since military ‘clearance operations’ 
against Myanmar’s Rohingyas began in October 2016. Since then, 
the international community has relied on public criticism, unilateral 
sanctions and a range of measures in the UN and the International 
Criminal Court to hold Myanmar’s government and armed forces 
(known as the Tatmadaw) accountable for their actions. 
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Myanmar’ political and military leaders have refused to acknowledge the 
crimes committed in Rakhine State—described by UN officials as ethnic 
cleansing, if not genocide.' As it has done so often in the past, Naypyidaw 
seems to be relying on the weakness of the international system and the 
passage of time to escape any serious consequences. 


From the lack of effective measures taken against Myanmar to date, 
this strategy seems to be working.’ 


Indeed, a survey of recent security developments reveals that, despite 
all the criticisms levelled against it, the sanctions introduced and the 
embargoes imposed, Myanmar is still strengthening its defence relations 
with neighbours and friends and the Tarmadaw is continuing to acquire 
modern arms. 


Since the advent of a ‘disciplined democracy’ in Myanmar in 2011, China 
has sold it two Jianghu Il-class frigates, 76 Type-92 armoured vehicles, 
12 CASC CH-4 unmanned aerial vehicles and up to 16 CAC/PAC JF-17 
fighters, at an estimated cost of almost US$1 billion (A$1.6 billion).* 
Most of these arms have already been delivered. The first four JF-17s were 
commissioned by the Myanmar Air Force in December 2018. 


The JF-17 was jointly developed with Pakistan, which has joined in 
criticism of Myanmar over its treatment of the Muslim Rohingyas. 
However, this does not appear to have affected the current contract. 
Two two-seater JF-17B training variants were delivered to Myanmar in 
March this year. 


Since 2016, the Myanmar Air Force has also received 12 Yakovlev Yak-130 
jet trainers from Russia, with a reported four more due for delivery. 
In October 2017, four of the Myanmar Air Force’s Mil Mi-24P helicopter 
gunships were serviced in Russia. In January 2018, Myanmar and Russia 
agreed on the sale of six Sukhoi Su-30 multirole fighters. The contract is 
reportedly worth about US$204 million (A$321 million). 


1 ‘Prosecute Myanmar Army Chief for Rohingya “Genocide”: UN Envoy’, Al Jazeera, 25 January 
2019, www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/1/25/prosecute-myanmar-army-chief-for-rohingya-genocide- 
un-envoy. 

2 Asia Pacific Centre for the Responsibility to Protect and University of Queensland, ‘Regional 
Atrocity Risk Assessment’, Asia Pacific Regional Outlook, No.11, April 2019, r2pasiapacific.org/files/ 
3292/AsiaPacificOutlookV11%20FINAL. pdf. 

3 ‘How Dominant is China in the Global Arms Trade”, China Power (Washington, DC: Center 
for Strategic and International Studies, 2018), chinapower.csis.org/china-global-arms-trade/. 
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In December 2018, it was announced that India would donate six HAL 
HJT-16 Kiran jet trainers to the Myanmar Air Force and station a team in 
Myanmar to help train their pilots and ground crew. India has also agreed 
to help Myanmar’s army and navy upgrade their arms and equipment as 
part of an expanding defence partnership.‘ It is currently considering the 
sale of offshore patrol boats to the Myanmar Navy. 


Last year, the Myanmar Air Force commissioned two French/Italian 
ATR 72-500 transport aircraft and an Airbus AS365 Eurocopter. They 
were purchased despite EU arms embargoes, suggesting that the sale 
involved a third party. While both types are designated as civilian aircraft, 
the Tatmadaw has stated that they will be used to upgrade Myanmar’s 
defence capabilities.’ 


Shortly before the Rohingya crisis began, Israel agreed to provide the 
Myanmar Navy with four or more Super-Dvora Mk III gunboats. 
Despite an international outcry against the sale, it went ahead, with the 
first two boats being delivered in April 2017. According to media reports, 
the contract is part of a broader defence relationship.° 


In some cases, with foreign help, Myanmars defence industries are 
continuing to produce a wide range of arms and equipment, including 
armoured vehicles, missiles and naval vessels.’ 


In March this year, it was announced that Ukrspecexport, Ukraine’s 
military import/export agency, had signed a joint-venture agreement 
with Myanmar to build a plant capable of manufacturing BTR-4U 
wheeled armoured personnel carriers and 2S1U Gvozdika self-propelled 
howitzers.* The new facility is due to start production in late 2020. 


4 Bibhu Prasad Routray, Indias Defence Diplomacy with Myanmar: State of Play’, Mantraya, 
30 January 2019, mantraya.org/analysis-indias-defence-diplomacy-with-myanmar-state-of-play/. 

5 Thomas Kean, ‘Despite EU Embargo, Tatmadaw Buys European Aircraft’, Frontier Myanmar, 
9 January 2019, frontiermyanmar.net/en/despite-eu-embargo-tatmadaw-buys-european-aircraft. 

6 Ali Abunimah, ‘Myanmar Shows Off Its Israeli Weapons’, The Electronic Intifada, 23 October 
2017, electronicintifada.net/blogs/ali-abunimah/myanmar-shows-its-israeli-weapons. 

7 “Myanmar Navy Commissions Seven Vessels to Commemorate 71st Anniversary’, The Global New 
Light of Myanmar, [Yangon], 25 December 2018, www.globalnewlightofmyanmar.com/myanmar- 
navy-commissions-seven-vessels-to-commemorate-7 1st-anniversary/. 

8 Bertil Lintner, “Myanmar, Ukrainian Firm Ink Arms Plant Deal’, Asia Times, [Hong Kong], 
9 March 2019, www.asiatimes.com/2019/03/article/myanmar-ukrainian-firm-ink-arms-plant-deal/. 
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Myanmar has also been engaged in an active program of defence 
diplomacy. Senior Tatmadaw officers have made visits overseas and several 
foreign officials have visited Myanmar.? 


Myanmar has participated in several naval exercises, including one with 
China in 2017, another with ASEAN (and 10 other invitees) the same 
year and two more with India, in 2018 and 2019. Warships from China, 
India and Russia have made port calls. Earlier this year, frigates from 
Vietnam and Brunei both made their first friendship visits’ to Myanmar. 
In March, a Myanmar Navy vessel attended the seventieth anniversary 
celebrations for Chinas People's Liberation Army Navy. 


All these developments underscore three enduring characteristics 
of Myanmar’ foreign relations and defence policies. 


First, geostrategic and commercial considerations on the part of 
Myanmar’s neighbours and friends trump any concerns expressed over 
its violations of international law and universal human rights. China 
and India appear untroubled by the widespread condemnation of the 
Tatmadaw for its harsh treatment of the Rohingyas. Russia, the Ukraine 
and Israel are still prepared to sell arms to Myanmar if there is a profit 
to be made. 


Second, even under Nobel Peace Prize laureate Aung San Suu Kyi, 
Myanmar is determined to decide its own policies and set its own 
priorities, regardless of international opinion. In these circumstances, and 
bearing in mind the support Myanmar receives in the UN and elsewhere 
from China and Russia, the international community is quite restricted in 
what it can do to hold Naypyidaw to account for its appalling treatment 
of the Rohingyas. 


Third, regardless of the widespread condemnation of its military operations 
in Rakhine State, not to mention atrocities perpetrated in other parts of 
the country, the Zatmadaw is still able to secure funds for its ambitious 
arms acquisition program and the expansion of its military support 


9 ‘Renewed EU Sanctions Dont Affect Us: Military Spokesperson’, The Irrawaddy, 30 April 2019, 
www.irrawaddy.com/news/world/renewed-eu-sanctions-dont-affect-us-military-spokesperson. html? 


fclid=IwAR190_9AEEWz8agjKJKgDQG3EMdLuw!1 qwNeQFOxHjLwoulvdxRHGc2bnqM. 
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facilities. Myanmar’s defence budget increased dramatically just before 
y: 8 y ) 

power was transferred to a quasi-civilian government in 2011, and it has 

remained high ever since.' 


This is not to argue against concerted efforts by governments and 
multilateral organisations to hold Myanmar to account for its actions. 
Even symbolic gestures are important to uphold the laws and principles 
of conduct that have been endorsed by the international community. 
Also, there is still much to be done in practical terms to assist the million 
or more Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh and elsewhere. 


However, expectations regarding the outcomes of such measures must 
be tempered by an understanding of Myanmar’s intense nationalism and 
determination to conduct its own affairs—a position made easier by the 
readiness of some countries to help pariah states strengthen their coercive 
capabilities and escape retribution for unacceptable behaviour. 


10 “Myanmar: Arms Imports in Constant Prices of 1990”, World Data Atlas, knoema.com/atlas/ 
Myanmar/Arms-imports. 


465 


95 


With new coastguard, 
Myanmar looks to improve 
maritime security 


(06:00 AEDT, 9 September 2019) 


A proposal by the Myanmar Ministry of Defence to create a coastguard had wide 
support from within and outside the region. However, a number of challenges 
would need to be overcome before the new force could make a significant 
contribution to both national and international maritime security. 


In March this year, Myanmar’s Defence Ministry submitted a proposal 
to parliament to establish a national coastguard.' Given strong support 
for the idea from the main political parties, the armed forces and the 
public, it is expected that the necessary legislation will be passed without 
undue delay. 


Myanmar is one of the few countries in the wider Asian region that does 
not already have a coastguard or similar force.* Responsibility for maritime 
security is currently shared between the Myanmar Navy and the Maritime 
Police, which is a part of the MPF. However, they cannot meet all the 
demands being made upon them, nor can they provide the operational 
and diplomatic benefits of a paramilitary coastguard. 


1 Htoo Thant, “Defence Submits Coast Guard Plan to Parliament’, Myanmar Times, [Yangon], 
14 March 2019, www.mmtimes.com/news/defence-submits-coast-guard-plan-parliament.html. 

2 Prashanth Parameswaran, Managing the Rise of Southeast Asias Coast Guards, Asia Program Report 
(Washington, DC: Wilson Centre, February 2019), www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/managing-the- 
rise-southeast-asias-coast-guards. 
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The new force’s remit would be to help safeguard Myanmar’s 
1,930-kilometre coastline and 23,070 square kilometres of territorial 
waters, which include about 1,000 islands. 


The coastguard would deal primarily with ‘non-traditional security 
threats’, such as human trafficking, narcotics smuggling and terrorism. 
It would enforce maritime law, conduct search-and-rescue operations, 
combat piracy, safeguard natural resources, protect the environment, 
prevent illegal immigration, provide security for offshore oil rigs and 
their associated infrastructure, assist in disaster relief and secure ports, 
harbours and jetties. 


The coastguard would also help the navy protect Myanmar’s national 
sovereignty and share management of Myanmar's sensitive (and in some 
areas disputed) maritime borders with Bangladesh, India and Thailand. 
Myanmar’s coastal surveillance radar system reportedly cannot detect 
any vessel smaller than 300 tonnes, making an enhanced inshore patrol 
capability particularly welcome. 


Outside the country’s territorial waters (beyond 22 km), operations 
would be the responsibility of the navy, with its larger, more capable 
vessels and combat-trained crews. Myanmar has an exclusive economic 
zone of 532,775 sq km—in some areas, extending more than 370 km 
from the mainland. 


A coastguard would expand the options available to Myanmar 
in approaching maritime security issues and permit greater flexibility in 
responding to particular problems. As analyst Sam Bateman has observed, 
in many roles, ‘a coast guard offers a cost-effective alternative to a navy’. 


One potential problem is the future management of maritime security, 
which in Myanmar involves several agencies. It is envisaged, however, that 
the navy will take the lead in forming an integrated command centre that 
can coordinate operations and facilitate information exchanges between 
the armed forces, Maritime Police, Customs, Immigration, the Marine 
Administration Department, the Myanmar Port Authority and the Fire 
Services Department. 


3 Sam Bateman, Coast Guards: New Forces for Regional Order and Security, Asia Pacific Issues 
No.65 (Honolulu: East-West Center, January 2003), www.eastwestcenter.org/system/tdf/private/ 
api065.pdfefile=1 &type=node&id=31902. 
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It is interesting that the proposal for a coastguard was put to parliament 
by the Defence Ministry. It had been speculated that, as part of its efforts 
to ‘civilianise’ security affairs, Aung San Suu Kyi’s government would put 
the new force under the Ministry of Transport and Communications or 
even the President’s Office. Some officials still insist the coastguard will be 
under civilian control, with the navy merely exercising a coordinating role. 


That may eventually occur, but the 2008 constitution clearly states that all 
armed forces in Myanmar fall under the control of the Chief of Defence 
Services, and the coastguard will doubtless be lightly armed. Also, it could 
not operate effectively without the help of the navy. Ideally, the creation 
of the force will prompt the emergence of a new level of cooperation 
between civilian and military agencies, but that cannot be guaranteed. 


There are other challenges to consider, such as how the coastguard will be 
funded, equipped and manned. 


In recent years, the navy has been investing heavily in modern warships 
and more sophisticated weapon systems, and it is keen to acquire more, 
possibly including submarines.‘ The Maritime Police, which was formed 
in 2012 to maintain law and order on internal waterways and in coastal 
waters, only has about 20 boats; most are less than 40 metres. A new 
coastguard would likely take much-needed funds away from both 
these forces. 


There are also questions over personnel. As always in Myanmar, accurate 
statistics are hard to come by, but there are probably some 20,000 officers 
and other ranks in the navy and about 600 in the Maritime Police. 
A coastguard would, initially at least, need to draw on both these forces 
for support and, even after a rationalisation of duties, it would doubtless 
compete with them for recruits. Many members of the Maritime Police 
are former navy personnel. 


That said, Myanmar is not starting from scratch. In 2006 and 2007, 
it acquired four BN-2 “Defender maritime surveillance aircraft from 
India.” India has also provided some coastguard-related training to 


4 ‘Myanmar to Receive its First Kilo Class Submarine from India’, Navy Recognition, 30 July 2019, 
www.navyrecognition.com/index.php/news/defence-news/2019/july/7327-myanmar-to-receive-its- 
first-kilo-class-submarine-from-india.html. 

5 Rahul Bedi, ‘Myanmar Gets India’s Maritime Aircraft’, Hindustan Times, [New Delhi], 12 May 
2007, www.hindustantimes.com/india/myanmar-gets-india-s-maritime-aircraft/story-ExSEUD2cztE4 


egrQNVcXIP html. 
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Myanmar in other areas. Ihe chief of the Indian Coast Guard visited 
Myanmar last year, as did four Indian Coast Guard vessels. There is 
the potential for Myanmar to extend such links to other countries and 
international organisations. 


Myanmars armed forces are being shunned by many countries for 
their brutal operations against the Rohingya in 2016 and 2017, which 
the UN human rights chief at the time described as ethnic cleansing. 
Ties with an ostensibly civilian coastguard focusing on nontraditional 
security threats and maritime policing would not be as sensitive and would 
offer opportunities for a range of bilateral linkages and joint exercises. 


Indeed, most regional countries have developed coastguard forces and are 
conductinga range of exercises.° ASEAN in particular has seen coastguards 
as a noncontroversial way to tackle cross-border security issues such as 
piracy and people smuggling. These efforts have been encouraged by 
countries like the US and Japan, which are keen to tackle transnational 
threats and keep open sea lanes through the region. 


Even if the current proposal goes through parliament smoothly, it will be 
some time before Myanmar will be able to boast an effective coastguard. 
Also, there will always be the possibility that the force will be dominated 
by the navy. Nonetheless, the idea of a new coastguard has widespread 
support both within and outside the region, and the potential exists for 
it to make a significant contribution to both national and international 
maritime security. 


6 Ni Komang Erviani, ‘Southeast Asian Countries Complete Maritime Law Enforcement Exercise’, 
The Jakarta Post, 30 June 2019, www.thejakartapost.com/seasia/2019/06/30/southeast-asian-countries- 
complete-maritime-law-enforcement-exercise.html. 
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Myanmar: Postage stamps 
and political signals 


(06:00 AEDT, 30 September 2019) 


A set of postage stamps issued on 8 August 2019 once again underscored the 


Myanmar Government’ attachment to the formula of eight ‘national races 


and 135 ethnolinguistic groups in the country. This implicitly but emphatically 
ruled out recognition of the Rohingyas as an indigenous ethnic minority with 
all the status and privileges that implied. 


Myanmar’s former military regime often used new issues of the country’s 
postage stamps to send political signals, not only to its own people but 
also to the international community.’ It appears that this practice is also 
being followed by Aung San Suu Kyi’s quasi-democratic government, 
which took office in 2016. 


This was suggested recently by the issue of a new set of stamps by 
Myanmar Post, an agency of the reorganised Ministry of Transport and 
Communications. In two mini-sheets of eight stamps each, and on the 
associated first-day covers, there are depictions of the country’s eight 
recognised ‘national races—namely, the Bamar (Burman), Kachin, 
Kayah (Karenni), Karen (Kayin), Chin, Mon, Rakhine (Arakanese) and 
Shan communities. 


1 Andrew Selth, ‘Burma Puts its Stamp on the World: Philately and Foreign Policy’, The Interpreter, 
7 January 2014, www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/burma-puts-its-stamp-world-philately-and- 
foreign-policy. 
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Myanmar is one of the most ethnically diverse countries in the world 
and the use of such labels to categorise the population has long attracted 
controversy. Ihe composition and status of the eight races are highly 
vexed questions.” So, too, is their division by Ne Win’s socialist regime 
(1962-88) into 135 ethnolinguistic groups.’ The 8/135 formula, however, 
is now a well-established part of the official narrative. For example, it was 
a key component of the 2014 census. 


There are precedents for the division of the population in this way. 
For example, when Myanmar (then known as Burma) regained its 
independence from Britain in 1948, the first constitution identified the 
same eight national races.‘ Seven were represented on the national flag by 
five stars, with the Bamar, Mon and Arakanese being grouped together 
as one. (There was no star for Kayah State as, technically speaking, it did 
not join the new union until 1951.) 


Also, it was not long before the country was divided into 14 administrative 
units. There were seven states representing the main ethnic minorities and 
seven divisions covering the areas where the Bamar were seen to be in 
the majority. Under the 2008 constitution, there are still seven provinces 
based on ethnic groupings, hence Kachin, Kayah, Karen, Chin, Mon, 
Rakhine and Shan states. The seven divisions dominated by the ethnic 
Bamar are now called regions. 


When a new national flag was introduced in 1974, following the 
promulgation of a revised constitution, the 14 states and divisions were 
each represented by a small star, surrounding the gearwheel and rice stalk 
logo of the Burma Socialist Programme Party. Until a different national 
flag was introduced in 2010, the old banner figured prominently on 
the country’s postage stamps, publicly reinforcing the division of the 
population into eight national races. 


The latest stamp issue follows a pattern set by the former military regime. 
A similar set of stamps was released in 1974, depicting the national 
costumes of the main ethnic groups. The same eight races were identified. 


2 Sai Wansai and Shan Herald Agency for News, ‘2014 Population Census: The Problematic of 135 
Ethnic Groups Categorisation, Burma Link, 5 December 2017, www.burmalink.org/2014-population- 
census-problematic-135-ethnic-groups-categorization/. 

3 Gamanii, ‘135: Counting Races in Burma’, Shan Herald Agency for News, 26 September 2012, 
panglongenglish.blogspot.com/2012/09/135-counting-races-in-burma.html. 

4 Constitution of 1947, Myanmar Law Library, www.myanmar-law-library.org/law-library/laws- 
and-regulations/constitutions/1947-constitution.html. 
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The higher-denomination stamps were reissued in 1989 and again in 
1990, when the country’s name was changed from the Socialist Republic 
of the Union of Burma back to the Union of Burma and then to the 
Union of Myanmar. 


That Naypyidaw was using postage stamps for political purposes was 
also indicated by the issue in 2017 of a stamp depicting Aung San Suu 
Kyis father, who was described not as the country’s independence hero, 
but as Myanmar’s first foreign minister—a position currently held by his 
daughter. The stamp was part of a campaign to resurrect Aung San as 
a political icon and give greater legitimacy to the NLD administration.’ 


‘The significance of the latest set of postage stamps is not so much that 
they follow a pattern set by previous governments, but that they signal 
clearly to both domestic and international audiences the determination 
of Aung San Suu Kyi’s government to stand by the 8/135 formula. This 
effectively rules out the possibility that any other ethnic communities, 
such as the Muslim Rohingya, might one day be accorded formal status. 


The Rohingya are not recognised as Myanmar citizens, despite the fact 
that many of them can trace their local roots back for generations. If any 
can prove that their ancestors were resident in Myanmar prior to the 
first British colonial incursions in 1824, they may be granted a form of 
citizenship.° However, they would still be denied recognition as members 
of an indigenous ethnic group, with the rights and privileges that 
status implies. 


Indeed, in Myanmar, even the term ‘Rohingya is avoided. In 2016, for 
example, Aung San Suu Kyi asked local officials and resident diplomats to 
refer instead to ‘people who believe in Islam in Rakhine State”.” In 2017, 
in a historic speech following the military ‘clearance operations’ labelled 
ethnic cleansing by the UN, she did not use the word ‘Rohingya once, 
referring only to ‘Muslims in Rakhine State’. 


5 Andrew Selth, ‘Myanmar and Aung San: The Resurrection of an Icon’, The Interpreter, 31 March 
2017, www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/myanmar-and-aung-san-resurrection-icon. 

6 Mark Farmaner, ‘Myanmar 2020—Rohingya Citizenship: Now or Never”, South Asia@LSE 
Blogs (London: London School of Economics South Asia Centre, 2 November 2018), blogs.lse.ac.uk/ 
southasia/2018/11/02/rohingya-citizenship-now-or-never/. 

7 Peter Lloyd, ‘Burma Leader Aung San Suu Kyi Bans Use of Rohingya Name for Oppressed 
Muslims’, ABC News, 22 June 2016, www.abc.net.au/news/2016-06-22/aung-san-suu-kyi-bans-use- 
of-rohingya-name/7534410. 
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Others in Myanmar, including senior military figures, routinely dismiss 
the Rohingya as ‘illegal Bengali immigrants’, or worse. 


Countries have been using postage stamps to make political statements 
since their introduction by the British in 1840. Since 1948, Myanmar has 
employed stamps to express its sovereignty, project its national identity, 
promote official policies and mark important events. In a not very subtle 
way, Aung San Suu Kyi’s government is continuing this practice—in 
the latest case, implicitly but emphatically denying the Rohingya the 
recognition, and thus the status, that they crave. 


or 


Aung San Suu Kyi: Why 
defend the indefensible? 


(14:00 AEDT, 12 December 2019) 


On 11 December 2019, State Counsellor Aung San Suu Kyi rose in the 
International Court of Justice in The Hague and defended her country 
against charges of genocide against the Muslim Rohingyas. Her blanket denial 
of crimes against humanity was not unexpected. Given the overwhelming 
evidence against Myanmar, however, and the risks to her personal reputation 
of appearing, the question needed to be asked: why did Aung San Suu Kyi 
decide to attend the hearing and present Myanmar’ case herself? 


This week, the world was treated to an extraordinary sight. Aung San 
Suu Kyi, the Nobel Peace Prize winner once hailed as ‘the bravest and 
most moral person in the world ... the immaculate heroine who allows 
us all to feel a little better about human nature’,' sat in the International 
Court of Justice (ICJ) in The Hague and defended her country against 
charges of genocide. 


The brutal ‘clearance operations’ by Myanmar’s security forces against the 
Muslim Rohingya population in Rakhine State between October 2016 
and the end of 2017 have been extensively documented by governments 
and international organisations. In 2018, for example, an independent 
UN fact-finding mission released a 444-page report that described in 


1 Cited in Andrew Selth, “The Fallen Idol: Aung San Suu Kyi and the Politics of Personality’, ABC 
Religion and Ethics, 12 September 2017, www.abc.net.au/religion/the-fallen-idol-aung-san-suu-kyi- 
and-the-politics-of-personality/10095394. 
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horrific detail case after case of murder, torture, sexual assault and the 
destruction of property by the armed forces (known as the Tatmadaw) 
and the police.’ 


The UN Human Rights Council stated that these operations demonstrated 
‘genocidal intent’.* A more politically nuanced US State Department 
investigation conducted at the same time stopped short of calling the 
atrocities in Myanmar genocide, but recorded broadly similar findings.‘ 
Both reports noted that there were almost one million Rohingya refugees 
living in squalid camps in Bangladesh who stood as evidence of the crimes 
against humanity perpetrated against them. 


In her testimony at the ICJ, Aung San Suu Kyi claimed that the allegations 
against Myanmar represented an ‘incomplete and misleading factual 
picture of the situation.” Implying that no one outside Myanmar could 
fully understand the situation in Rakhine State, she said it was ‘complex 
and not easy to fathom’. The troubles there went back centuries. The latest 
problems were caused by the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA), 
which she said had received support from Afghan and Pakistani militants. 
Security operations in Rakhine State were taken in response to attacks by 
ARSA ‘terrorists’, as part of an ‘internal conflict’. 


Aung San Suu Kyi said: ‘It cannot be ruled out that disproportionate 
force was used by members of the defence services in some cases, in 
disregard of international law’, or that ‘they did not distinguish clearly 
enough between ARSA fighters and civilians’. She went on: “There may 
also have been failures to prevent civilians from looting or destroying 
property after fighting or in abandoned villages.’ In a rare concession, she 
expressed sympathy for the refugees in Bangladesh (but without calling 
them Rohingyas”. 


2 Myanmar: UN Fact-Finding Mission Releases its Full Account of Massive Violations by Military in 
Rakhine, Kachin and Shan States (Geneva: United Nations Human Rights Council, 18 September 
2018), www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/Pages/NewsDetail.aspx? NewsID=23575 &LangID=E. 
3 Report of the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on Myanmar, Report A/HRC/39/64 
(Geneva: United Nations Human Rights Council, 12 September 2018), www.ohchr.org/Documents/ 
HRBodies/HRCouncil/FFM-Myanmar/A_HRC_39_64.pdf. 

4 Jennifer Hannsler, “I Had to Choose Between My Children and My Mother”: US Report 
Documents Atrocities Against Rohingya, CNN, 25 September 2018, edition.cnn.com/2018/09/25/ 
politics/state-department-rohingya-report/index.html. 

5 Owen Bowcott, ‘Aung San Suu Kyi Tells Court: Myanmar Genocide Claims “Factually 
Misleading”, The Guardian, 11 December 2019, www.theguardian.com/world/2019/dec/11/aung- 
san-suu-kyi-tells-icj-myanmar-genocide-claims-factually-misleading. 


97. AUNG SAN SUU KYl: WHY DEFEND THE INDEFENSIBLE? 


Apparently oblivious to the fact that Myanmar’s judicial system (both civil 
and military) is notorious for its corruption and lack of independence, 
Aung San Suu Kyi also stated that, if there were any suspicions of 
improper conduct, they would be fully investigated. As most observers 
would already know, several internal commissions of inquiry have already 
investigated various charges against the security forces and cleared them 
of any wrongdoing. 


Considered overall, it was an astonishing performance that left many 
observers wondering at times whether Aung San Suu Kyi actually believed 
the nonsense she was peddling. The State Counsellors carefully crafted 
testimony was an attempt to defend the indefensible. Strictly legal factors 
aside, it failed completely. At a personal level, it saw the last tattered 
remnants of her reputation as a champion of universal human rights 
shredded in the eyes of the international community. 


Given the global attention being given to this case, and the overwhelming 
evidence against Myanmar, this was bound to happen, raising the question: 
Why would Aung San Suu Kyi put herself in such a position? Why 
would she expose herself to the inevitable international criticism—even 
mockery—in such a way? What could she possibly gain from putting her 
once immense moral authority and personal prestige on the line, knowing 
what the outcome (at least in the court of public opinion) would be? 


Foreign observers have put forward three reasons to account for her actions. 


First, most have suggested that, with the 2020 national elections in mind, 
Aung San Suu Kyi is keen to be seen defending Myanmar against external 
criticism. She knows that the clearance operations in Rakhine State in 2016 
and 2017 were popular with many of her Burman Buddhist constituents, 
who have long viewed the Rohingyas as illegal Bengali immigrants who 
follow an alien and potentially dangerous religion. Not to have stood up 
against the ICJ could have had electoral consequences for her NLD. 


Second, it has also been pointed out that Aung San Suu Kyi is currently 
governing Myanmar as part of a coalition with the Zatmadaw, which 
arguably remains the strongest political institution in the country. If she 
is to survive as State Counsellor and implement the wide range of reforms 
being promoted by her party, she needs to keep the generals onside. 
She cannot stand by and allow the international community to attack 
them, for fear of making them even more hostile to her government. 
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In this regard, it is relevant that Myanmar’s armed forces were created 
by her father, independence hero Aung San. For them to be publicly 
disgraced not only would bring discredit to the institution itself, but also 
could reflect on its revered founder and, by implication, Aung San Suu 
Kyi herself. Interestingly, huge billboards have recently appeared around 
the country showing Aung San Suu Kyi with three smiling generals, 
emphasising the close links between them and implying her support for 
their military operations.” 


A few pundits have postulated a third motive. For all her criticisms of 
the former military regime and attempts as a political prisoner to win the 
support of foreign governments, Aung San Suu Kyi has always been a strong 
Myanmar nationalist. She shares with the generals a deep commitment to 
the country's independence and sovereignty and, particularly since taking 
power herself, has put her country before wider considerations. She also 
knows that people in Myanmar do not like seeing their country publicly 
attacked by foreigners. 


There is a fourth possible reason. Aung San Suu Kyi has a profound 
sense of personal destiny. She has always seen herself as the daughter of 
Myanmar’s founding national hero, who was assassinated in 1947. For 
decades, she worked to become Myanmar's president and to take her place 
in the pantheon of Myanmar’s most revered leaders. With that in mind, 
she may have felt she could not remain silent while her country and, 
technically speaking, her government and herself were accused of crimes 
against humanity. 


Even when she wasa prisoner of conscience and revered by the international 
community as a democratic icon, Aung San Suu Kyi always insisted she 
was a politician. This has been borne out by her actions (or lack of action) 
since taking power in 2016. Whether her appearance in the ICJ is further 
evidence of the demands of realpolitik, stems from a sense of duty towards 
her country or is derived from deeper personal feelings is difficult to say. 


However, the result will be the same: her popularity in Myanmar may rise, 
but outside the country, her reputation will reach a new low.” 


6 Kyaw Ye Lynn, ‘Genocide Lawsuits Prompt Mixed Reactions in Myanmar’, Anadolu Agency, 
[Ankara], 6 December 2019, www.aa.com.tr/en/asia-pacific/ genocide-lawsuits-prompt-mixed-reactions- 
in-myanmar/ 1665573. 

7 Maung Zarni, ‘Aung San Suu Kyi Drives Final Nail in Myanmars Moral Coffin’, Anadolu Agency, 
[Ankara], 10 December 2019, www.aa.com.tr/en/analysis/opinion-aung-san-suu-kyi-drives-final-nail- 
in-myanmar-s-moral-coffin-/1669596. 


Epilogue 


Sam Roggeveen, Director, 
International Security Program, Lowy Institute, 
and founding editor of The Interpreter 


In hindsight, it seems obvious that the Lowy Institute would have an 
inhouse publication such as The Interpreter. But back in 2007, when 
The Interpreter was first published, things looked a little different. For 
a young think tank that had already established a reputation for rigorous 
policy analysis and that had ambitions for a global profile, the idea of 
a blog might have seemed a little ... frivolous. To many, a glossy print 
magazine or a quarterly journal of international affairs would have been 
more in keeping with the Lowy Institute’s character. 


‘The institute’s founding executive director, Allan Gyngell, made the bold 
and farsighted decision to set aside those concerns. The institute would 
have its own blog—a forum for Lowy Institute scholars to publish their 
assessments on breaking international events. It would be a source of 
high-quality analysis for foreign policy professionals and all intelligent 
(but non-expert) readers, and a way to project the institute’s voice even 
if there was no space on the opinion pages of our newspapers or interest 
from TV and radio producers. 


But neither Allan Gyngell nor I, as the founding editor of The Interpreter, 
had any idea of what it was to become. The transformation began early. 
I expected The Interpreter to be overwhelmingly a platform for the Lowy 
Institute’s own scholars but, within months, the site became a popular 
forum for commentators from around Australia and, increasingly, the 
world. Andrew Selth was one of the first such experts to appear on 
The Interpreter and, as you will read in these pages, he remains one of our 
best and most valued contributors. 
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Andrew and The Interpreter were a perfect fit. Here was a writer who 
specialised in analysing the politics of a nation that was critical for 
Southeast Asia and important to Australia, but which only occasionally 
enjoyed mainstream media attention. The Interpreter soon became a place 
where experts such as Andrew could write for a readership they had never 
reached before—one that hungered for news and analysis that they could 
not find from a struggling mainstream media. 


‘The internet has changed a lot since 2007, and The Interpreter has reflected 
some of those changes. The site started as a blog, with that familiar reverse- 
chronological format that spoke to the immediacy and vibrancy of the 
diary-style medium. Yet political blogging never caught on in Australia as 
it did in the US. There were not enough Australian foreign policy blogs 
out there to sustain a true ‘blogosphere’, with debates and readers moving 
freely among them. 


Instead, over the course of the 2010s, Australian political debate moved 
to social media, particularly Twitter. It did not mean that longer-form 
writing was suddenly sidelined; readers remain hungry for smart and 
informed perspectives on world events, as The Interpreters steadily 
growing readership attests. But, after reading a piece they like (or hate), 
they comment about it on Twitter, and the debate flourishes there. 


Social media also changed the way readers discovered articles. Instead of 
bookmarking a list of their favourite sites and then visiting regularly, they 
would use social media as a way to have interesting articles recommended 
to them by people they trusted. It allowed for exposure to a new range of 
sources, but it also meant that readers stopped returning daily to regular 
online haunts. Blogs could not rely on brand loyalty anymore. 


It made sense, in that environment, for The Interpreter to complete its 
slow evolution from blog to an online magazine. We dispensed with 
the reverse-chronological format and built a true front page—an online 
version of a magazine cover—with links to lots of standalone articles that 
did not assume the reader had kept up with a long debate thread or had 
even visited the site before. It is a shift that has suited Andrew, who writes 
deeply considered, richly researched magazine-style pieces that emerge 
from decades of immersion in his chosen subject. 


Over this same period, we have also witnessed a change of mood about 
the internet and particularly social media. In the early 2000s, techno- 
optimists argued that the internet would be a tool of political liberation 


EPILOGUE 


in authoritarian societies. That mood peaked in 2010 and 2011 when 
it looked like Twitter and Facebook would help overthrow dictatorships 
around the Middle East. 


But the liberal hopes of the Arab Spring gave way to repression, civil 
wars and new dictatorships. Around the same time, we began to learn 
more about the colossal scale of China’s efforts to censor the internet. 
More recently, we have read of cyber operations by Russia and China 
against their Western adversaries. 


The mood suddenly changed. For authoritarian countries, the internet 
had become a tool of repression and surveillance at home and one they 
could use to manipulate opinion—and even elections—abroad. In its 
own small way, this shift was reflected in Myanmar, where early promise 
of liberal reform emerged in 2008 with the announcement of a new 
constitution. The widespread adoption of mobile phones and social media 
soon followed. Yet this promise was crushed over the following decade 
by the clay feet of Aung San Suu Kyi and the cruelty of the military’s 
repression of the Rohingya people. 


Yet we should not assume that the pessimists, and the authoritarians, have 
won. The internet is barely 30 years old; Twitter and Facebook less than 
20 years. To argue that this issue is settled would be like saying that the 
impact of the printing press could have been realistically assessed less than 
one lifetime after it was invented. This judgement is especially true of 
weak states such as Myanmar, where governments can easily lose control 
over public information and suffer a fatal loss of trust with those they 
claim to lead. 


The internet has barely begun, and so has The Interpreter. The Lowy 
Institute is proud to have made a contribution to Australia’s online debate 
about international policy, and particularly to our collective understanding 
of contemporary Myanmar. 
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